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 i 
Abstract 
 
Prepositions are ‘small words’ used to describe the relationship between other entities indicated by 
other words in a sentence. Well-known by their linking functions, prepositions are regarded as 
rather meaningless unless in context. Generally, prepositions often denote spatial or temporal 
relations between their complement and the element they modify, although they can also denote 
relations regarding means, manner, instrument, cause, purpose, and so on. In theory of semantic 
change, prepositions are often considered as the results of the grammaticalisation from nouns or 
verbs. After grammaticalisation, prepositions are often considered as having grammatical meanings 
rather than the lexical meanings of their nominal or verbal origins.  
 
It is argued in this study that the semantic function of grammatical prepositions in Vietnamese is not 
merely grammatical. By analysing the semantic extension from path verbs, verbs denoting the 
direction of motion, to prepositions in Vietnamese, the study aims to answer two questions: (i) 
 To what extent is the semantic network of path verbs similar to that of their derived prepositions? 
and (ii) What does this tell us about the semantic network after grammaticalisation?  
 
As a case study, ra is the path verb and the corresponding preposition employed. It was selected 
based on its complexity and diversified representation and for its status as a typical example of the 
semantic extension of prepositions that come from path verbs.  
 
Since there has been a long-lasting debate on the status of Vietnamese prepositions, the first mission 
of the study is to demonstrate that prepositions derived from path verbs can be differentiated from 
other grammatical categories such as verbs and adverbs. By applying grammatical tests (deletion, 
topicalisation, and coordination) and a phonetic test (duration), the study claims that it is possible to 
distinguish prepositions from verbs and adverbs. In particular, the phonetic test reveals the 
remarkable difference between the duration of verbs and prepositions that allows us to differentiate 
prepositions from second verbs in a serial verb construction.  
 
While this study supposes that prepositions in Vietnamese are the results of a grammaticalisation 
from path verbs, its research into grammaticalisation is based on a detailed semantic analysis of 
synchronic data due to the absence of historical evidence. To the extent that it is possible to use the 
synchronic approach, the study addresses the question of how Vietnamese prepositions are 
generated from path verbs by investigating the polysemy networks of verbs with those of 
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prepositions. Metaphor and metonymic inference are the tools used to describe the semantic 
networks of verbal ra and prepositional ra.  
 
By identifying ambiguous contexts that invite inferences, an attempt is made to trace the semantic 
extension from the central sense of the verbal ra, to the several extensions that formed via 
metonymic inference. Meanwhile, the semantic extensions from the concrete to the metaphorical 
senses of verbal ra are explained by conceptual metaphors. The semantics of verbal ra is then 
compared with that of the preposition. The results of the study demonstrate that prepositional ra not 
only preserves all the senses of verb, but it also adds a subsequent meaning to the semantic network 
of ra. The results of the study allow for the formulation in regard to the preservation of meaning, 
and the semantic extensions of polysemous items in the process of grammaticalisation from verbs to 
prepositions.  
 
There are two main contributions that the dissertation aims to offer Vietnamese linguistics. First, it 
contributes to the theoretical understanding about prepositions by confirming that prepositions 
derived from path verbs are a distinct grammatical category, which has long been debated. Based on 
the tools of cognitive semantics, the dissertation is the first study that reconstructs the semantic 
extensions from path verbs to prepositions through an in-depth examination, answering the question 
in which way the multi-related senses of a lexical item such as ra are associated. It is hoped that the 
results of the study could be used as a model to investigate another preposition derived from path 
verbs (or locative nouns) in Vietnamese. For the study of language in general, especially concerning 
the diversity of motion events, grammaticalisation and semantic extensions in languages, the 
dissertation offers a previously unstudied contribution.    
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Chapter 1 Towards a polysemy network of verbs and prepositions 
1.1 Polysemy 
Frequently, one lexical item has an array of multiple related senses. Evans (2009) provides some 
examples of the English preposition over and names the meanings that this preposition denotes as 
follows:  
 
(1.1) a. The picture is over 1 the sofa    [ABOVE] 
b. The ball landed over the wall    [ON THE OTHER SIDE]  
c. The arrow flew over the target and landed in the woods [ABOVE AND BEYOND] 
 
(Evans, 2009: 151) 
According to Evans, ‘each of these instances of over is associated with a slightly different lexical 
concept, […] but these are nevertheless relatively closely related’ (2009: 151). This is called 
polysemy and over is a polysemous language item. Simply put, the term polysemy refers to a 
phenomenon in language where one linguistic form has several different, yet related meanings. 
Those related meanings form a semantic network, a system of interconnected senses.   
A similar pattern can be found in Vietnamese, as illustrated in the following examples: 
 
(1.2) a. Ra  đồng 
    ra field 
   ‘Go (out) to the field’ [from a house] 
 
b. Ra  ứng cử 
    ra  candidate 
   ‘To stand as a candidate’ 
 
c. Một   hội  viên   ra  hội 
    one  group member ra group 
   ‘One of the group members was no longer a part of the group’ 
 
d. Vườn  chè  đang  ra  búp 
    garden tea ADV ra bud 
   ‘The tea trees in the garden are sending buds’ 
 
e. Ra  câu   đố 
    ra sentence puzzle 
   ‘Make a riddle’        
(P. Hoàng, 2003: 819)  
                                               
1 Italics inside numbered examples throughout the thesis are my addition. They are intended to draw attention to the 
words under examination. 
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As is seen, only ra ‘go out’ in (1.2a) denotes a physical movement. In sentences (1.2b) to (1.2e), the 
meanings of ra are more abstract. These extended uses of verbal ra, as will be investigated in 
Chapter 4 of this study, are closely related to the concrete sense of verbal ra in (1.2a), which 
literally indicates a movement from a closed and narrow place to a place which is open and wide. 
These sentences illustrate the polysemous network of ra.  
Polysemy has certainly become a core area of study in cognitive linguistics (Cuyckens and 
Zawada, 2001: xi). It is considered as ‘inherently conceptual in nature’ rather than ‘a consequence 
of a relatively abstract underlying mental representation giving rise to a plethora of manifestations 
in specific contexts of use’ (Evans, 2009: 149). Furthermore, as the result of grammaticalisation 
(see the definition of grammaticalisation in Section 1.5 of this chapter), polysemy can be found in 
different grammatical categories. An example of the polysemous ɗ i which denotes the meanings of 
‘go down’, ‘descend’ in the function of a verb and the meanings of ‘down’, ‘beforehand’ in the 
function of an adverb in Ewe, a Niger Congo language spoken in southeastern Ghana, is an 
illustration.  
 
(1.3) Ewe (Hünnemeyer 1985: 108) 
 a. me-  ɗ i  le sɔ̀ dzí 
    1:SG  descend at horse on 
    ‘I dismounted the horse’ 
 
 b. me-  tsɔ̀ e da ɗ i 
     1:SG  take 3:SG put (descend) 
     ‘I put it down’ 
         (Heine and Kuteva, 2002: 117) 
 
Accordingly, a polysemous ra ‘go out’ in Vietnamese, apart from its inherent function of a verb as in 
(1.2), can function as an adverb of resultative aspect as in (1.4) and controversially, as a preposition 
of time as in (1.5).  
 
(1.4) Ngày  càng       đẹp  ra 
day ADV      beautiful ra 
‘(Someone) is getting beautiful day by day’ 
 
(1.5) a. Đi   ra  ga 
    go  ra station 
   ‘Went to the station’ 
 
b. Ra   Tết 
    ra  New Year holiday 
    ‘After Tet/ New Year holiday’ 
         (P. Hoàng, 2003: 816) 
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In the next chapters, this study will address the issue of why the prepositional function of ra in (1.5) 
is debatable. Meanwhile, if it is accepted that polysemy is a universial phenomenon, and that 
polysemous items are often the results of the semantic change after grammaticalisation, it is 
hypothesised that ra as in (1.5) could be a preposition derived from a verb. As a preposition, ra may 
retain the meanings of this verb, but may have subsequent meanings which have formed the semantic 
network of prepositional ra after grammaticalisation.  
Therefore, when we are working on polysemy, we are dealing not only with the related 
meanings of one grammatical category but also different grammatical categories. Taylor (2012) 
noted this, taking the word drink in English as an example, ‘in spite of their shared phonological 
form, we would presumably not want to regard the noun drink (as in have a drink of water) as the 
same word as the verb drink (as in drink a glass of water). We would be inclined to say that we are 
dealing with two words, notwithstanding the relatedness of their meanings and their shared 
phonology (at least with respect to their uninflected, citation forms)’ (2012: 230).  
According to Taylor, polysemy therefore is better thought of ‘in terms of the ways in which a 
linguistic form can be used’, and that ‘words need to be characterised in terms of their 
CONTEXTUAL PROFILE, having to do with the kinds of items they collocate with, the constructions 
they feature in, and the kinds of texts they occur in, in addition to their purely conceptual value and 
their referential possibilities’ (2012: 220). According to Taylor’s argument, verbs and prepositions 
in Vietnamese would probably be considered different words, each with their own set of 
polysemous senses. However, the issue is complicated in Vietnamese by the controversy as to 
whether prepositions are a distinct grammatical category in Vietnamese at all. The present study 
will argue that a form such as ra ‘go out’/ ‘(out) to’ can be both a verb and a preposition, with 
related senses observable for verbal ra and prepositional ra. This can only be explored after 
addressing the issue of whether this polysemous item is a real preposition when it is not 
uncontroversially being used as a verb. Thus, the next section will present prepositions in 
Vietnamese, demonstrating their complexity in this language, followed by a discussion of some key 
concepts which are the basis for the current investigation.   
 
1.2 The conflict over identifying prepositions in Vietnamese 
Although the status of prepositions in Vietnamese is still the subject of debate, many scholars 
advocate for the existence of prepositions as a grammatical category in Vietnamese language. Clark 
(1975) is among this group.  
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There already exists in Vietnamese a category P, a class of prepositions which have no 
corresponding verb function. Such P’s as tại ‘in’, từ ‘from’, and với ‘with’ can never occur 
as the main verb in a sentence. 
         (Clark, 1975: 163) 
 
According to Clark, prepositions exist in sentences from (1.6) to (1.8), in which với ‘with’ 
represents accompaniment, từ ‘from’ and đến ‘to’ express time, and tại ‘because’ indicates reason, 
respectively.  
 
 
(1.6) Con   đi  với    mẹ   nhé! 2 
child  go PREP. with mother  PAR 
‘Would you go with me?’ 
 
(1.7) Hắn  làm  việc  từ   sáng   đến   tối 
3S do work PREP. from morning PREP. to evening 
‘He worked from the morning to the evening’ 
 
(1.8) Con       hư   tại        mẹ          
child          spoiled  PREP. because    mother 
‘Children are spoiled because of (their) mother’    
 
Along similar lines, Pace (2009) in a study of motion verbs in Northern Vietnamese, argues that 
there is ‘a list of words that function as prepositions, and cannot function as any other part of 
speech’, and that ‘when motion verbs are used with these prepositions, equally clear examples of 
satellite-framing are found’ (2009: 54) (see the definitions of motion verbs and satellite-framing in 
Section 1.5). She proposed an example which strengthens her argument as follows: 
 
(1.9) Em bé   bò   quanh    ô tô    
baby  crawl  PREP. around  car 
‘The baby crawled around the car’ 
(Pace, 2009: 54) 
 
In my view, although not every word in Pace’s list should be considered to have only the function 
of prepositions (e.g., dưới ‘under’ and trên ‘over’ can also be nouns), prepositions should be 
considered a distinct grammatical category in Vietnamese. Furthermore, I argue that Vietnamese 
prepositions may have arisen through grammaticalisation from lexical items such as nouns and 
verbs, as with many other languages in the world (T. T. Ly, 1994; L. C. Brown, 1999; X. H. Cao, 
2001; N. N. Du, 2001; T. Q. Nguyen, 2002; T. N. Tran, 2009). According to X. H. Cao, except for 
                                               
2 All unreferenced examples are my own invention. Examples from the corpus will be presented on the List of Primary 
Sources.  
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some unambiguous prepositions and two prepositions borrowed from Chinese (tại  在 ‘zài’ and từ 
自‘zì’), most Vietnamese prepositions are derived from nouns and verbs (2001: 394). The following 
instances illustrate his argument: 
 
(1.10) a. Nước nhỏ   xuống   từ         trên          mái     
    water   drip down   from     N. top       roof    
   ‘Water drips from the top of the roof’       
        
b. Họ    khoá     xe         trên         hàng rào   
    3P    lock     vehicle   PREP. on     fence        
    ‘They locked the bicycles on the fence’  
 
(1.11) a.  Họ     vào       nhà 
     3P     V. go in     house 
     ‘They went to the house’  
 
b. Mưa     nhiều     vào      tháng      sáu 
    rain      many     PREP. in  month     June 
   ‘There are many rains in June’  
 
(1.12) a. Nó  cho      tôi  một  cái  áo  
    3S V. give     1S  one CL shirt 
    ‘He gave me a shirt’ 
 
b. Nó   mua   cho         tôi     một    cái    áo /  Nó    mua    một   cái    áo      cho            tôi 
    3S  buy    PREP. for   1S      one    CL    shirt  3S     buy     one   CL   shirt    PREP. for   1S 
    ‘He bought a shirt for me’ 
 
Trên, a locative noun in (1.10a) changes its function to be a preposition marking locative in (1.10b). 
Similarly, vào as a directional verb in (1.11a) is no longer a verb but a preposition marking time in 
(1.11b). Cho as a ‘providing’ verb in (1.12a) becomes a preposition marking beneficiary in (1.12b). 
The above instances are evidence that the prepositions trên, vào, and cho are the results of the 
grammaticalisation from nouns and verbs to prepositions in Vietnamese.  
Despite the evidence presented from (1.10) through (1.12), it is not easy to figure out whether 
a certain linguistic item is a preposition or another grammatical category in some cases due to the 
propensity of words to belong to multiple categories in Vietnamese. For this reason, the question of 
how propositions can be differentiated from other grammatical categories such as verbs and adverbs 
has been raised for decades among researchers. Since a linguistic element can display multi-
syntactic functions, a word, for instance, can be a verb, a preposition, or an adverb, depending on its 
specific context. Consider the following sentences: 
 
(1.13) Anh   mới  ở  trường  ra  
Young man just stay school  V. go out 
‘I’ve just left the school’  
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(1.14) Tôi  ra   khỏi    nhà 
1S V. go out PREP. out of  house 
‘I went out of the house’ 
 
(1.15) Tôi  chạy  ra   (mở  cửa) 
1S run ADV. out open door 
‘I ran out (from my room to open the front door)’ 
 
(1.16) Họ  nhìn  ra   vấn đề    
3P look ADV. out problem 
‘They realised the problem’   
 
In (1.13) and (1.14), ra is a verb denoting the meaning of ‘going out of a place’. In (1.15), ra is 
commonly agreed to be an adverb expressing the direction of a verb, not a preposition because the 
lack of a following noun or pronoun after ra. In (1.16), although there is an object for the verb (vấn 
đề ‘problem’), ra cannot be treated as a preposition. It is also an adverb of the perceptive verb nhìn 
‘look’ because vấn đề ‘problem’ is considered as an object of perceptive process, not the location or 
goal to be marked by a preposition. Therefore, nhìn ra, literally ‘look out,’ should be interpreted as 
‘figure out’ (the problem) or ‘realise’ (the problem), not ‘look at’ (the problem). Ra in this case 
indicates the result of perception.  
Nevertheless, the situation is complicated by the presence of another verb preceding ra. The 
sentences from (1.17) to (1.19), for instance, have posed challenges for researchers to identify 
which function the italic words display. 
 
(1.17) Chị  chạy  ra   sân  
3S run  go out/ to yard 
‘She ran to the yard’ 
 
(1.18) Con  thỏ  nhảy  vào   hang 
CL rabbit jump go in/ into burrow 
‘The rabbit jumped into the burrow’ 
 
(1.19) Xin   mời  chị   bước  lên   sân khấu 
please  invite young lady step go up/ to stage 
‘Go on stage, please!’ 
 
Taking (1.17) as example, chạy ‘run’ is obviously the main verb, leaving the question of what kind 
of grammatical category ra could be. K. T. Nguyen ([1975] 1999) considers ra in this case as an 
adverb specifying the direction of the main verb. However, where there is a complement such as 
sân ‘yard’, an intransitive verb such as chạy ‘run’ requires a preposition to connect itself to its 
complement. This characteristic refutes K. T. Nguyen’s argument, giving ra the function of a 
preposition because ra in this sentence operates similarly to quanh ‘around’ in (1.9). Thus, ra in 
(1.17) is the preposition corresponding to verbal ra after grammaticalisation (T. T. Vu, 1995; L. C. 
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Brown 1999; N. N. Du, 2001; T. Q. Nguyen, 2002; T. N. Tran, 2009). However, the meaning of 
‘going out’ expressed by ra is preserved in (1.17), resulting in the treatment of ra in (1.17) as a 
direction verb. Thus, a structure such as chạy ra ‘run-go out’ has been claimed to be a sequence of 
verbs in which chạy is the main verb expressing the manner of motion while ra is the modifying 
verb denoting the direction of the main verb (M. T. Bui, 1984; L. Nguyen, 1990). A similar 
interpretation can be seen in (1.18) for vào and (1.19) for lên. This treatment will be discussed in 
Chapter 3 in which the present study attempts to distinguish prepositions from second verbs in a 
serial verb construction.  
A sentence such as (1.17) is controversial, but the situations presented below are even more 
complicated. In cases where a given context can be interpreted in many ways, there are different 
treatments of one lexical item. For example, a sentence expressing a state of affairs such as ‘She 
walked into the yard’ is analysed at least three ways in Vietnamese, as shown below.  
 
(1.20) Chị   bước  ra   sân 
young lady walk V. go out yard 
‘She walked into the yard’ 
  
(1.21) Chị   bước  ra   sân 
young lady walk PREP. into yard 
‘She walked into the yard’ 
 
(1.22) Chị   bước  ra   sân 
young lady walk ADV. out  yard 
‘She walked into the yard’ 
 
In (1.20), ra is considered as a second verb denoting the direction of the preceding verb. The 
function of ra in this sentence is proposed to be similar to the verbal function of ra in a sentence 
such as Chị ra sân (literally she go out yard) ‘She went to the yard’. In (1.21), ra functions as a 
preposition indicating a goal of action. In (1.22), ra is treated as an adverb specifying the direction 
of the main verb. 
The existence of these sentences gives rise to at least two major questions. The first is how 
can we verify that words such as ra ‘go out’ are prepositions? Conversely, if they are verbs or 
adverbs, how can we recognize when they are functioning as these grammatical categories? 
Questions of this type stress the need for a clear and complete answer to figure out the differences 
between verbs, adverbs and prepositions as distinct grammatical categories in Vietnamese.  
The second question concerns the extent of the semantic link between verbs and the 
prepositions that appear to have grammaticalised from them. The hypothesis of the present study is 
that prepositions in Vietnamese are derived from verbs, and there are resultant similarities in the 
semantic networks of these grammatical categories after grammaticalisation. As will be 
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demonstrated later, a linguistic element such as ra ‘go out/ (out) to’ retains much of the meaning of 
its original verb when functioning as a preposition. This observation leads to the questions of to 
what extent do the verb and resultant preposition remain semantically linked, what are the 
subsequent semantic extensions in the semantics of the preposition and verb, and what are the 
extensions that are different.      
This study, therefore, aims to describe and explain the grammatical and semantic 
characteristics of Vietnamese prepositions, particularly prepositions derived from path verbs, 
focusing on the relation between these two grammatical categories by using the tools of cognitive 
semantics. To do so, I will first conduct the tests to differentiate prepositions from verbs and 
adverbs. After that, I will examine the semantic characteristics of prepositions derived from their 
path verbs, since these extensions seem to be particularly clear in preserving the semantics of their 
original verbs. Because a study of all such prepositions is outside the scope of a single thesis, I will 
focus on the verb/preposition ra ‘go out/ (out) to’ as a case study. To reiterate, the verb/preposition 
ra was selected for particular attention based on its complexity and diversified representation, but 
also for its status as a typical example of the semantic extension of prepositions that come from path 
verbs.  
To the extent that it is possible using synchronic data, I will also address the question of how 
Vietnamese prepositions originated from path verbs. This will allow the formulation of possible 
generalisations about the preservation of meaning, including the meaning of multiple related senses, 
in the process of grammaticalisation.  
I will argue that the various uses of Vietnamese prepositions derived from path verbs in 
sentences can be explained based on the semantic network of path verbs, because the semantic 
network of these prepositions preserves the semantic network of the path verbs from which they 
come. Senses that existed for path verbs at the time of grammaticalisation seem to have carried over 
into the network of prepositional senses. By contrasting the semantic networks of the path verb ra 
and the preposition ra, I will also demonstrate that although verbs share core senses with 
prepositions, they both continue to evolve their metaphorical meanings, so that the current 
polysemy networks of prepositions and verbs look somewhat different. 
Before doing such tasks, it is necessary to cover some important issues and definitions which 
lay the foundation for the subsequent analysis. First, the thesis will provide some general 
characteristics of Vietnamese language as a background for the examination. Second, it will present 
terms and concepts requiring explanation which are prepositions, path verbs, grammaticalisation 
and serial verb constructions.  
 
 
22
 9 
1.3 Some basic typological characteristics of Vietnamese  
1.3.1 The lack of inflection  
Vietnamese is an isolating and uninflected language (Thompson, 1965; D.H. Nguyen, 1997). As an 
isolating language, Vietnamese does not have categories such as prefixes or suffixes, the morpheme 
added at the beginning or the end of a word to form a derivative. Moreover, syllables are considered 
to be the basic unit in Vietnamese, and are addressed as equivalent to a morpheme, or a word (T. C. 
Nguyen, 1975; Q. H. Nguyen, 1994; X. H. Cao, 2001). For example, in a sentence such as Tôi dạy 
em học bài [lit. I teach brother study lesson] ‘I tutor my brother’, there are five syllables, five 
morphemes, and five words.  
As an uninflected language, words in Vietnamese are not inflected for number, gender, case, 
tense, or aspect. The following sentences will demonstrate this fact.  
 
(1.23) a. Sách  ở  trên  bàn 
    book be on table 
    ‘(A/the) book on the table’ 
 
b. Những/ các/ mấy/ vài/ dăm  quyển  sách  ở  trên  bàn 
    NUM    CL book be on table 
     ‘The/ some books on the table’  
 
c. Một/  cái   quyển  sách  ở  trên  bàn 
    one  DEM  CL book be on table 
    ‘A/ the book on the table’ 
 
(1.24) a. Tôi   ăn  cơm 
     1S  eat rice 
     ‘I eat rice/ I have meal’ 
 
b. Tôi   ăn  cơm  rồi 
     1S  eat rice ADV. already 
     ‘I have eaten rice/ I have had meal’ 
 
c. Tôi   đang    ăn  cơm   
    1S  ADV. progressive eat rice 
    ‘I am eating rice/ I am having meal’ 
   
In (1.23a), the noun sách ‘book’ is neither marked as feminine, masculine or neuter as in Russian, 
nor singular or plural as in English. In other words, grammatical categories such as gender do not 
exist in Vietnamese, and nouns do not inflect to indicate number. If needed, a distinct grammatical 
category which is numerals is used, such as những, các, mấy, vài, dăm (plural) in (1.23b), or một 
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‘one’ (singular) in (1.23c). Similarly, verbs in Vietnamese do not inflect to express tense and aspect. 
Verbal ăn ‘eat’ in (1.24) does not show whether the action is taken place in the past, the present, or 
the future, or whether it has completed. To express this, an adverb such as rồi ‘already’ as in (1.24b) 
is used to give information about the completion of the action, and ăn rồi ‘eat already’ in (1.24b) is 
likely to express the ‘present’ tense and ‘perfect’ aspect in English. To denote an action taking place 
in the present but not completed yet, adverb đang will be used as in (1.24c). In brief, nouns and 
verbs in Vietnamese do not inflect to denote grammatical categories such as number, gender, tense 
or aspect. Instead, they combine with other words to express these categories.  
 
1.3.2 Word order 
Vietnamese is a SVO language. The basic structure of sentence in Vietnamese is subject-verb-
object, although in some cases this structure can be changed for rhetorical purposes (see Section 
3.2.2, Chapter 3). Due to the lack of inflection, word order has an important role in Vietnamese as it 
helps differentiate the distinct functions of words in sentences. Consider the following instances.   
 
(1.25) a. đi   làm 
    V. go V. work 
    ‘go to work’ 
 
b. làm   đi 
    V. work IMP 
    ‘Do it!’  
 
(1.26) a. bàn   vào 
    V. discuss ADV. in 
   ‘agree on something and discuss to contribute idea to do it’ 
 
 c. vào   bàn  
                V. enter N. table 
                ‘sit at the table to have meal’ 
 
(1.27) a. bàn   ba 
    N. table N. three 
    ‘table number three’ 
 
 b. ba    bàn 
     NUM. three  N. table 
                ‘three tables’ 
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As can be seen, the changes in word order help distinguish verbal đi ‘go’ in (1.25a) and imperative 
đi in (1.25b), bàn as a verb in (1.26a) and as a noun in (1.26b). In (1.26), the difference in word 
order also denotes the difference in function of adverbial vào in (1.26a) and verbal vào in (1.26b). 
Likewise, ba in (1.27) can be addressed as a noun (1.27a) or a numeral (1.27b) based on the order 
of words in the phrases. A general rule is that the head of phrases precedes its object in which the 
object can be either a verb, a noun, an adverb and so on.   
In addition to word order, words indicating syntagmatic relation such as conjunctions or 
prepositions can help distinguish words sharing the same form but having multi-syntactic functions. 
The following sentences will demonstrate this. 
 
(1.28) Tôi  đến   rồi 
1S V. arrive ADV. already 
‘I have arrived’ 
 
(1.29) Chẳng   mấy  khi  nghĩ   đến 
not  many time V. think ADV. about 
‘Not many times thinking about (that)’ 
 
(1.30) Nghĩ   đến   anh 
V. think PREP. about brother 
‘Think about you’ 
 
Đến in (1.28) is a verb as it is the second main element of the sentence and follows directly a 
pronoun functioning as the first main element of sentence – the subject. The difference in (1.29) and 
(1.30) is the presence or absence of a noun following đến. Since the presence of đến in (1.30) helps 
connect the verb nghĩ ‘think’ with its object anh ‘you’, đến in this sentence is a preposition. 
Without an object of verb in (1.29), đến is considered an adverb for the verb (see Section 3.2, 
Chapter 3 for a detailed discussion about different functions of a linguistic item and the criteria to 
distinguish them). In brief, since Vietnamese is an isolating and uninflected language, word order is 
considered the main manner to indicate grammatical categories and grammatical relation.  
 
1.3.3 Word formation   
Words in Vietnamese can be categorised into two groups, single words (with one free morpheme) 
and complex words (having more than one free morpheme). In complex words, there is a division 
between compound and reduplicative words based on the relation of the elements in a structure. 
Examples of each case is presented below: 
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Single words  nhà (house), cửa (door), ăn (eat), nói (speak), xinh (beautiful), đẹp (pretty) 
 
Compound words (i) bàn ghế [table-chair] ‘furniture’, đất nước [soil-water] ‘country/nation’ 
(ii) binh lính [warrior-warrior] ‘warrior’, may phúc [lucky-lucky] ‘lucky’ 
(iii) đường sá [road-*] ‘road’, xe cộ [vehicle-*] ‘vehicle’ 
(iv) xe lửa [vehicle-fire] ‘train’, xe máy [vehicle-engine] ‘motocycle’, 
(v) xanh um ‘green and (give a feeling of) thick’, xanh rờn ‘green and (give a 
feeling of) healthy’  
(vi) mồ hôi ‘sweat’, bồ hóng ‘soot’, tắc kè ‘gecko’ 
 
Reduplicative words đỏ ‘red’ à đo đỏ ‘be rather red’,  
ầm ‘boom’ à ầm ầm ‘thunder’ (more intensive) 
 
As can be seen from the examples, while single words and reduplicative words are quite simple, 
compound words in Vietnamese is more complicated with many sub-categories. Specifically, each 
word in (i) combine to denote a general meaning while in (ii) the meaning of a word is repeated by 
the other. In (iii) the element marked by the asterisk is losing its meaning (in modern language) and 
cannot act independently, its presence attaches to the combination with the other. In (iv) the first 
element indicates the main meaning of the sequence and the second element makes it more specific. 
The similar pattern is found in (v) but in this case the second element mostly indicates the shade of 
meaning of the first element. In (vi) the combination of the two element is conincident but the 
presence of each is compulsory otherwise the meaning of the construct cannot be expressed.  
Compound words in Vietnamese can be nouns, verbs, or adjectives. For example, đất nước 
[soil-water] ‘country/nation’ (compound noun), học tập [study-practice] ‘study’ (compound verb), 
may rủi [lucky-unlucky] ‘chance/fortune’ (compound adjective). Noticeably, there are sequences in 
Vietnamese in which identifying whether those sequences are compound words is controversial. 
Consider the following instances. 
 
(1.31) vào   ra   cửa hàng  
go in   go out  shop  
‘go in and out the shop’  
 
(1.32) Vấn đề  này  thống nhất  rồi.      Đừng     bàn   ra nữa 
matter   this agree  already    do not    discuss out more 
‘This matter has been agreeed. Don’t talk (us) out of it’  
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(1.33) chạy   ra   sân 
run  out yard 
‘run (out) to the yard’ 
 
In (1.31), vào ra express a general meaning of ‘access’, which makes it similar to case (i) in the 
examples of compound words presented above. As vào ‘go in’ and ra ‘go out’ are verbs, it is 
reasonable to argue that it is a compound verb (see the discussion of vào ra as a serial verb 
construction in Section 1.8 of this chapter). Whereas, bàn ra in (1.32) is the juxtaposition of a verb 
and its adverb, in which the adverb ra modifies the meaning of ‘remove’. In (1.33), verbal chạy 
‘run’ denotes an action towards a destination expressed by nominal sân ‘yard’, and ra functions as 
an ‘operator’ to connect the entities expressed by verb and noun of the sentence; it functions as a 
preposition in this case (see the discussion of why ra should not be treated as a second verb in a 
serial verb construction in Section 3.2, Chapter 3).   
In brief, due to the typological characteristics of Vietnamese as an uninflected language, an 
examination of the status of a grammatical category in Vietnamese is necessarily based on word 
order, the syntagmatic relation and its function in sentences for a thorough description and a 
consistent analysis.  
 
1.4 Prepositions – a grammatical category  
Prepositions are considered a syntactic category in linguistics. Simply put, prepositions are ‘the part 
of speech which includes words like to, with and of’ (Trask, 1999: 245), or more specifically, ‘a 
term used in grammatical classification of words, referring to the set of items which typically 
precede noun phrases […], to form a single constituent of structure’ (Crystal, 2003: 368). The 
defining feature of this grammatical category is its position before a single noun or pronoun (and its 
complements or modifiers, if present) in a sentence. For example: 
 
(1.34) Her bag was under the chair      
(1.35) The dog crawled between us and lay down at our feet  
(Oxford Living Dictionary) 
 
Prepositions are often defined in the context of the term ‘prepositional phrase’, which denotes a 
structure in which prepositions are the main element. According to Trask, ‘a preposition has only 
one major property: it combines with a following noun phrase – its object – to form a larger 
syntactic unit – a prepositional phrase’ (Trask, 1999: 245). Though other categories can be linked 
with noun phrases to form larger units, the combination of prepositions and noun phrases is the 
basic feature of prepositional phrases. A ‘single constituent of structure’, the term used in Crystal’s 
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(2003) definition of prepositions refers to a prepositional phrase which results from the combination 
of a preposition with its object, such as under the chair in (1.34) and between us and at our feet in 
(1.35). Crystal (2003) also clarifies the formation of a prepositional phrase by specifying that 
prepositions can ‘combine not only with a noun phrase but also a prepositional phrase (e.g. since 
before breakfast), a clause (e.g. since they finished their breakfast) or nothing (e.g. I haven’t seen 
him since)’ (2003: 368).  
Functionally, prepositional phrases can be adverbials, attributes, and objects (Bussmann, 
1996: 378). Examples of prepositional phrases in these different functions can be seen below:  
 
(1.36) Shortly after their marriage they moved to Colorado (adverbial)   
(1.37) The son of a friend        (attribute)    
(1.38) We went to Prague last year         (object) 3 
 
(Cambridge Dictionary) 
 
According to Lyons (1968), prepositions tend to occur immediately before the noun or noun phrase 
they modify in Latin languages and Greek, which is why the term ‘preposition’ is used as it 
indicates the specific position of prepositions in these languages. Whereas, the common position of 
this grammatical category is after the noun they modify, as observed in Japanese, Turkish or Hindi. 
For examples, Tokyo e ‘to Tokyo’ in Japanese, Ahmet icin ‘for Ahmet’ in Turkish, Ram ko ‘to Ram’ 
in Hindi. In this case, ‘postpositions’ is the appropriate term (Lyons, 1968: 302-303). Prepositions 
and postpositions are collectively called ‘adpositions’.  
Prepositions are often described as an uninflected part of speech (Bussmann, 1996). However, 
prepositions in languages such as Welsh, Irish or Breton inflect themselves in accordance with the 
pronouns for person. Jaworska (1994) demonstrates this case with the preposition ar ‘on’ in Welsh 
as follows:  
 
(1.39)   Singular  
     
arnaf fi  ‘on me’  
  arnat ti  ‘on you’  
  arno ef  ‘on him’  
  arni hi  ‘on her’ 
 
 
 
                                               
3 In Vietnamese, prepositional phrases can be assessed as the subject of sentences. For example, prepositional phrase 
trong nhà [lit. in house] in sentence Trong nhà ra mở cửa [lit. in house-go out-open-door] ‘A person in house is coming 
to open the door’ is considered the subject of sentence.  
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 Plural 
 
  arnom ni  ‘on us’  
  arnoch chwi ‘on you’  
  arnunt hwy ‘on them’     
(Jaworska, 1994: 3304) 
 
These illustrations demonstrate that prepositions do not always connect with following noun 
phrases, and that the misconception that their forms never inflect is not correct. Trask (1999) points 
out that ‘some languages, such as the Australian languages, lack adpositions altogether, and use 
entirely different grammatical devices to do the same job’ (1999: 245). 
Though the expressions and uses of prepositions differ across languages, there is no doubt as 
to their relevance as a linguistic category. The majority of research on prepositions has attempted to 
explain and demonstrate their grammatical and semantic aspects, using different approaches and 
concepts. As mentioned previously, prepositions have long been a controversial topic in 
Vietnamese. The formal resemblance of verbs, adverbs and prepositions in expressing direction in 
Vietnamese is a challenge to scholars, as it is hard to differentiate them as separate grammatical 
categories. Due to this challenge of differentiating prepositions from verbs and adverbs, there is still 
debate surrounding the status of prepositions as a grammatical category in Vietnamese. It is one of 
the aims of this dissertation to discuss the properties of prepositions as a grammatical category in 
Vietnamese. 
This study argues such words like ra ‘go out/out’, vào ‘go in/in’, lên ‘go up/up’, and xuống 
‘go down/down’ are polysemous linguistic elements having multi-syntactic functions in 
Vietnamese. They are originally path verbs and are also prepositions derived from path verbs due to 
grammaticalisation. This situation requires an investigation into both path verbs and prepositions to 
clarify the similarities and differences between the two grammatical categories. 
 
1.5 Path verbs as a category in theory of motion events 
In accordance with Talmy’s theory of language typology, a motion event indicates an object (the 
figure) that moves or is located with respect to another object (the reference object or ground)’ 
(Talmy, 2000: 25). Path and manner are elements in the motion schema. According to Talmy, the 
motion schema includes a figure (the moving object), the ground (the reference object), motion (the 
movement), path (the direction and trajectory of motion) and manner (the way the motion is carried 
out). Specifically, the path of motion refers to the direction of the movement such as movement 
into, out of, across, go up, go down while the manner of motion refers to a type of distinct motion 
such as running, sliding, walking, crawling.  
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In languages, path and manner are encoded in motion verbs to form path verbs and manner 
verbs. Examples of path verbs in English, as mentioned above, are those such as exit, enter, ascend, 
descend, cross, leave, return, whereas run, walk, and climb are all examples of manner verbs. 
Talmy illustrates these concepts by a Spanish example and a following English translation, as 
shown in (1.40). 
 
(1.40) La  botella  entró   a  la  cueva  (flotando) 
The  bottle   MOVED-in to the cave (floating) 
‘The bottle floated into the cave’ 
         (Talmy, 2000: 49) 
 
In Spanish sentences, the motion ‘MOVED’ and the path of the motion ‘in’ are expressed by the verb 
entró ‘MOVED-in’. The fact of motion ‘move’ conflates with the path ‘in’ within the verb entró. 
This differs in English, where most verbs simultaneously express both the fact of motion and a co-
event (the manner or the cause of the motion) and not the path. The motion event ‘move’ is 
expressed by the verb float which indicates not only the motion but also the ‘manner’ of motion: 
move slowly and lightly in a liquid. The expression of path is not conveyed in the verb like entró 
‘moved-in’ but outside the verb which is called ‘satellite’ and often expressed in the form of a 
preposition. In the English sentence ‘The bottle floated into the cave’, the concept of path is 
encoded by the preposition into. This example shows the fact that encoding motion events varies 
with different languages. There are languages which favour the expression of the path in a satellite 
form, such as English, whereas others prefer expressing the path directly in the verb such as 
Spanish.  
By examining the ways motion events are encoded in Spanish and English, Talmy 
distinguishes languages according to two frames: satellite-framed and verb-framed. Satellite-framed 
languages express the path of motion in the form of verbal particles or affixes, and verb-framed 
languages are those which encode the path in verbs. As seen, the Spanish description of a bottle 
floating into a cave in comparison to the English translation is a classic example of this difference 
in encoding motion events.  
Path verbs are particularly salient in verb-framed languages, whereas manner verbs are 
particularly salient in satellite-framed languages. Slobin (2004, 2006) points out the low salience of 
manner in Spanish and the high salience of manner in English, therefore proposing the terms ‘high 
manner salient language’ and ‘low manner salient language’ to categorise language typologies. 
Thus, Slobin claims Spanish is a low manner salient language as it is dominated by path verbs, 
whereas English is a high manner salient language as it involves many instances of manner verbs. 
Slobin argues that languages in the world can be categorised based on the criteria of the salience of 
manner, and so proposes a third typology: an ‘equivalent framing language’. This language accepts 
30
 17 
the conflation of both manner and path in verbs to form a syntactic structure that is known as ‘serial 
verb construction’. Mandarin is considered by some as a typical instance for this type of framing 
language, although this is still contested (cf. Slobin, 2004; Xu, 2013).  
Verb-framed languages proposed by Talmy include Romance languages, Semitic languages, 
Polynesian languages, Japanese, Tamil, Bantu, some branches of Mayan languages, Nez Perce and 
Caddo (Vukanović and Memišević, 2014: 175). Though English can express motion events by an 
identical component like entró in Spanish, i.e. entered, it is not categorised as a verb-framed 
language because it contains relatively few of these verbs, and because most of the path verbs it 
does have have been borrowed from verb-framed languages such as French and Latin. Since 
English users prefer using verbs of manner to encode motion events, this increases the salience of 
manner in English. Conversely, verbs of manner in verb-framed languages such as Spanish are not 
as extensive and frequently used as those of English, which lowers the salience of manner in these 
languages (Slobin, 1996a, 1996b).  
Talmy’s well-known notion of verb framing, which divides languages into two groups based 
on the typical patterns for the expression of motion events, has attracted a great deal of theoretical 
and experimental interest (Vukanović and Memišević, 2014: 174). In the last four decades, there 
has been substantial progression in the description and analysis of cross-linguistic diversity in the 
encoding of motion, of which the research by Talmy (1985, 1991) and Slobin (1996, 2004) are 
examples (Verkerk, 2017: 69). The work of Talmy and Slobin has inspired several studies and 
elicited descriptions of motion events, which revealed striking differences between verb-framed 
languages such as Spanish and Greek and satellite-framed languages such as English (Feist, 2010: 
192). This illustrates that motion tends to be lexicalised in a particular way in every language. 
Vietnamese is believed to be a satellite-framed language (Pace, 2009). Like English, 
Vietnamese has an enormous number of manner verbs while having only ten path verbs including 
ra ‘exit’, vào ‘enter’, lên ‘ascend’, xuống ‘descend’, sang ‘across’, qua ‘across’, về ‘return’, đến 
‘arrive’, tới ‘arrive’, lại ‘arrive/return’. Some scholars add verbal đi ‘go’ to the list (L. Nguyen, 
1990: 125-148). Path verbs in Vietnamese are a multi-functional element in the sense that they can 
function not only as verbs but also as adverbs and prepositions, due to grammaticalisation. The 
characteristics of Vietnamese path verbs, as well as the difficulties and complication in identifying 
the different functions of path verbs will be examined closely in Chapter 2.  
 
1.6 Grammaticalisation 
As originally conceptualised by Meillet (1912), grammaticalisation is typically the development of 
lexemes into grammatical items (Traugott and Dasher, 2002: 81). This well-known form of 
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grammaticalisation is the type relevant here. It can be described as the process of language change 
whereby words representing lexical meaning become function words that mainly serve as 
grammatical markers expressing the grammatical relationship between words or phrases in sentences. 
For example, in English, the verb make as in John made the bookcase transforms to be a causative 
auxiliary, as in Susie made John wash the car. The Old English willan ‘want’, ‘wish’ transformed 
from a lexical verb into will - a marker for the future tense or expressing intention in Modern English 
(Heine and Kuteva, 2002: 117, 310).  
Meillet’s work inspired several subsequent pieces of research such as those of Kurylowicz 
(1965), Lehnmann (1982), Traugott and Heine (1991), Traugott and Dasher (2002), and Heine and 
Kuteva (2002). These studies developed the term ‘grammaticalisation’ and outlined its traits using 
examples from many languages. Prototypically, grammaticalisation was identified as including 
semantic bleaching, morphological reduction, and phonological reduction. 
The first characteristic, semantic bleaching, is the process in which words lose some semantic 
contents and can then be used in a more abstract way. An example of semantic reduction is in Ewe. 
In this language, verbal ná ‘give’ becomes prepositional ‘to’ marking a benefactive or dative 
meaning.  
 
(1.41) Ewe (Heine at al. 1991: Chapter 1)   
a. me- ná ga  kofí 
1:SG- give money  Kofi 
‘I gave Kofi money’  
 
b. é  gblɔ e ná m 
3:SG say it give me 
‘He told it to me’        
(Heine and Kuteva, 2002: 153) 
 
Morphological reduction is a process in which an expression loses some morphological or syntactic 
traits as it transfers its lexical meaning to a grammatical meaning. For example, when the 
demonstrative that in ‘that book’ becomes a relative clause marker as in ‘the person that I used to 
know’, it no longer inflects a number (that book/those books versus the person that…/the people 
that…). Another example demonstrating this phenomenon is in French in which venir de ‘to come 
from’ no longer expresses an action but marks the past tense.  
 
(1.42) French  
a. Je viens de Lyon 
I come from Lyon 
‘I come from Lyon’  
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b. Je viens de manger 
I come from eat:INF 
‘I’ve just eaten’  
        (Heine and Kuteva, 2002: 33) 
 
The third characteristic of grammaticalisation, phonological reduction, is the process by which an 
expression reduces or loses phonetic segments, or loses supra-segmental properties (stress, tone, or 
intonation). In English, a well-known example of this characteristic is the reduction of going to into 
gonna, or because into coz. In Vietnamese, the loss of stress in nouns and verbs in some cases 
illustrates that these words begin to function as prepositions. Consider the following instance. 
 
(1.43) a.  dưới   sông  Đà       
     underneath  river black 
    ‘Underneath of the black river’ 
 
b. dưới  sông  có  cá 
    in   river have fish 
    ‘There are fishes in the river’  
        (T. Q. Nguyen, 2002: 192) 
 
In (1.43a), if dưới is stressed, it functions as a noun meaning ‘underneath’. Whereas, in (1.43b), dưới 
is unstressed and functions as a preposition meaning ‘in’.  
The transformation of grammaticalisation from content words (i.e. nouns and verbs) to 
grammatical items (adverbs, affixes, auxiliaries, etc.) is a universal tendency. Heine and Kuteva 
(2002) illustrated this by highlighting a great quantity of examples collected from roughly 500 
languages in the world. These provide evidence that lexical items such as nouns or verbs transform 
to be grammatical items like prepositions in several languages.  
The following instances are from the World Lexicon of Grammaticalisation by Heine and 
Kuteva (2002). In (1.44), nominal m-paka ‘border’, ‘boundary’ transforms to prepositional mpaka 
‘until’ in Swahili (a Bantu language spoken in Africa). Similarly, éis ‘face’ tranforms to éi ‘on’, ‘at’ 
in Nama (a non-Bantu language of southern Africa) in (1.45). Examples (1.46) and (1.47) illustrate 
the grammaticalisation of verbs in Mandarin and Ewe. In Mandarin, verbal dào ‘reach’, ‘arrive’ is 
grammaticalised into prepositional dào ‘to’. Similarly, da ‘reach’, arrive’ becomes da ‘as far as’, 
‘until’ in Ewe. 
 
(1.44) Swahili (Heine and Kuteva 2002: 61)  
a. m-  paka  w- a   Kenya 
       c3-  boundary c3 POSS  Kenya 
      ‘the border of Kenya’ 
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b. mpaka  kesho    
until tomorrow   
‘until tomorrow’    
 
(1.45) Nama (Krönlein 1889: 64)  
a. éis  â- ttsa  //ā ê- ts...... 
face POSS-2M:SG  wash so:that-2:M:SG 
‘Wash your face so that you…’  
 
b. ti  /hawi- s  éi ≠nã re nē sō/oa- ba 
my  wound-3:F:SG  on pour IMP this drug- 3M:SG 
‘Pour this medicine on my wound’ 
 
(1.46) Chinese (Hagège 1975: 156)  
a. tā  dào  le  Zhongguó 
he  arrive  PERF  China 
‘He arrived in China’ 
 
b. tā  dào Zhongguó qù  le 
he  to China  go CRS 
‘He went to China’ 
 
(1.47) Zande (Canon and Gore [1931] 1952: 23f)     
a. I nida awere 
‘They have arrived now’ 
 
b. Mo sungudi re da ho mi ka yega ni 
‘Wait for me until I come back’  
      (Heine and Kuteva, 2002: 61, 131, 45, 46) 
 
In Vietnamese, among those who accept that prepositions are a grammatical category, the 
predominant opinion is that they are the result of grammaticalisation from nouns and verbs (see X. 
H. Cao, 2001; T. N. Tran, 2009 for both nouns and verbs and T. Q. Tran, 2002; Brown, 1999 for 
verbs). 
For example, X. H. Cao (2001) argues that the majority of Vietnamese prepositions originally 
come from nouns or transitive verbs, classifying prepositions into two groups: (i) prepositions ‘in 
correct names’ and (ii) prepositions as the result of grammaticalisation from nouns and verbs. There 
are only nine correct name prepositions, including two borrowed from Chinese and 25 
grammaticalised prepositions. According to X. H. Cao, prepositions derived from nouns and verbs 
still preserve almost all of the semantics they originally had when they functioned as prepositions 
(2001: 394). For example, prepositions which are nominal in origin like trên ‘on’, dưới ‘under’, 
trong ‘in’ and ngoài ‘out’ are still locative words expressing the relation between a figure (the 
object profiled) and a ground (the background) while acting as a preposition. Similarly, verbs like 
ra ‘go out’, vào ‘go in’, lên ‘go up’ and xuống ‘go down’ retain the meaning of motion path 
attached to them when functioning as prepositions.  
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This observation has also been noted by K. Phan ([1955] 2004) in his investigation of the 
locative nouns trên ‘up’, dưới ‘down’, trong ‘in’ and ngoài ‘out’, which share a similarity in their 
respective meanings whether acting as nouns or prepositions. He argued that these words, regardless 
of what kind of grammatical category they belong to, contain the meaning of a high location (trên), 
a low location (dưới), a location inside (trong) and a location outside (ngoài) in a relationship with 
an identified landmark ([1955] 2004: 109).  
According to X. H. Cao, the grammaticalisation of verbs into prepositions in Vietnamese is 
not a complete transformation whereby verbs become entirely separate, independent prepositions. 
In other words, the semantic bleaching of nouns and verbs into prepositions is not a process in 
which prepositions lose every sense which the original words evoked. Thus, the two functions of a 
lexical item, as a preposition and a verb or noun, remain parallel and linked after 
grammaticalisation (2001: 395). X. H. Cao emphasises that it is this property which confuses some 
researchers about whether those lexical items are single words used in two different functions 
(2001: 395), suggesting as a resolution that the ‘context’ and ‘stress and/or intonation’ should be 
used as tools to test a given word in a sentence to assess whether its function is prepositional or 
otherwise. His argument is that verbs are always stressed while prepositions are not. To clarify this 
statement, he provides the following sentences as an example of the phonological opposition 
between verbs and prepositions. In (1.48a), cho is stressed while in (1.48b) it is not.  
 
(1.48) a. Lấy       tiền  cho   bạn  
    get      money V. give  friend 
    ‘Get money and give it to friend’ 
 
b. Lấy       tiền  cho   bạn  
    take      money PREP. for friend 
    ‘Get money for friend’ (Help friend get money) 
               (X. H. Cao, 2001: 395) 
 
In (1.48a), cho ‘give’ is a verb meaning ‘to offer something to someone, or to provide someone with 
something’ (Cambridge Dictionary). In (1.48b), cho ‘for’ is a preposition meaning ‘intended to be 
given to’ (Cambridge Dictionary). In other words, it marks the beneficiary. The stress and 
intonation differences, according to X. H. Cao, can be seen in all cases having the distinction in 
meaning between phrases such as ‘verbs + nouns as objects’ and ‘prepositions + nouns as objects’. 
This test will be revisited in Chapter 3 but it is important to note here that the differences of stress 
and intonation between verbs and prepositions offer evidence to suggest that these two items are 
different grammatical categories in Vietnamese. 
The argument that prepositions are the results of the grammaticalisation from nouns and verbs 
is also reflected in T. N. Tran’s study (2009) of grammaticalisation in Vietnamese where she claims 
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that ‘content words’ grammaticalise into ‘functional words’. She investigates the 
grammaticalisation of six nouns, 12 verbs and four adjectives and argues that nouns and verbs 
change their functions to prepositions due to grammaticalisation, whereas the grammaticalised 
adjectives are in fact particles indicating modality, aspect and tense. In regard to the 
grammaticalisation of the eight path verbs into particles and prepositions, she suggests that particles 
derived from path verbs will function as directional adverbials, while prepositions derived from 
path verbs will act as ‘operators’ marking the semantic roles of destination or goal and time (2009: 
231). Consider the sentences given by T. N. Tran (with my translation and gloss) for an illustration 
about the different functions of ra ‘go out’ when it acts as a verb, an adverb and a preposition, 
respectively. 
 
(1.49) a. Nhi  ra     bến,      tự mình  làm  cái  việc  cải tiến  ấy  
   Nhi V. go out     station      oneself do CL thing innovate that 
   ‘Nhi went to the station and did that innovation by herself’  
 
b. Chị   dắt  cái  Thoa  ra  
    older sister lead CL Thoa  ADV. out 
    ‘She led Thoa out’  
 
            c. Thầy  cõng   nó  ra   chợ     để  mua  bánh 
                dad   carry on back 3S PREP. (out) to market    to buy cake 
                ‘Dad carried him/her on his back to the market to buy cake’  
 
(T. N. Tran, 2009: 212-224) 
 
According to Brown (1999), the grammaticalisation of ‘motion vectors’ such as đi ‘go’, ra ‘go out’, 
vào ‘go in’, lên ‘go up’ and xuống ‘go down’ allows these lexemes to exhibit a wide range of 
meanings and syntactic functions. She states that ‘words denoting directed motion in Vietnamese – 
the motion vectors – are in fact verbs of motion under grammaticalisation’ (1999: 158). Thus, 
Vietnamese motion vectors not only ‘display a wide range of syntactic functions’ but also ‘have 
acquired varied senses in addition to their inherent basic meanings’ (1999: 158). To support this 
argument, she demonstrates the grammaticalisation of motion vectors into prepositions and particles 
by exploring the semantics of these words when acting as particles and prepositions. To thoroughly 
investigate the semantics of prepositions, Brown (1999)’s argument will be revisited in Chapter 2. 
In sum, several studies have argued that Vietnamese prepositions are a result of the 
grammaticalisation of nouns and verbs, so this particular claim is not new. However, these previous 
studies have neglected to systematically demonstrate that prepositions are, in fact, a grammatical 
category. Though X. H. Cao (2001) notes the preservation of semantics in the grammaticalisation 
process, neither he nor any other scholar has looked at the semantics of multiple senses of path 
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verbs and grammaticalised prepositions, as in the current study. Remedying these oversights will 
therefore add weight to the claims of Brown (1999), X. H. Cao (2001), and T. N. Tran (2009) that 
certain Vietnamese path verbs have grammaticalised into prepositions. 
 
1.7 Studies on prepositions derived from path verbs in other languages  
Studies on prepositions derived from path verbs are few in comparison to those investigating path 
verbs and manner verbs. However, the grammaticalisation from path verbs to prepositions is not 
uncommon in languages. Heine and Kuteva (2002) present examples in Thai, Tamil and Mandarin 
to illustrate this fact. In their examples, a verb such as cross transforms to the preposition across in 
Thai, becomes a locative postposition across or beyond in Tamil and functions as the directional 
markers of over and across in Mandarin. Note that in Mandarin the preposition-like component is 
still considered a latter element in a serial verb construction.   
 
(1.50) Thai (Matisoff 1991: 434)  
phûuujǐŋ  dəən khâam  thənŏn  paj lέɛw 
woman walk cross  street  go already 
‘The woman walked across the street already’ 
 
(1.51) Tamil (Lehmannn 1989: 130) 
enkal   viitu koovil-ait taanti iru- kkir- atu 
we:OBL house temple-ACC across be- PRES- 3:SG:N 
‘Our house lies across (from) the temple’ 
 
(1.52) Mandarin Chinese (Li and Thompson 1981: 59-60) 
tā tiào- guò nèi- tiáo hé le 
3:SG jump-cross that-CLASS river CRSCRS 
‘S/He jumped over that river’      
(Heine and Kuteva, 2002: 102) 
In some articles, the term ‘path preposition’ is used sometimes to refer to a type of preposition 
carrying in themselves the meaning of direction such as across, above, between, over (Meex, 2001). 
However, this term does not express the derivation of path verbs to prepositions, nor does it assert a 
relation between path verbs and their prepositional ‘variants’. The term ‘path’ in ‘path prepositions’ 
simply conveys the sense of direction that these prepositions express. Therefore, the 
grammaticalisation of prepositions from path verbs has received even less attention than might be 
suggested by the existence of the term ‘path preposition’.  
In studies on path prepositions, researchers have used the terms and methods of cognitive 
semantics to investigate the polysemy of path prepositions (Meex, 2001). The German path 
preposition über was investigated by Meex with respect to its spatial and non-spatial usages, 
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focusing on the development from spatial to non-spatial senses. Meex claimed that ‘über is mainly a 
path preposition’, and it profiles ‘the trajectory (that) occupies a continuous series of locations 
through time’, ‘it “traverses” a path that enters the landmark’s search domain’ (2001: 1). However, 
it was only the relation within the various senses of über that was the focus of the study.  
The concept of path proposed by Talmy is also used to refer to prepositions that cooperate 
with motion verbs to indicate direction in a spatial structure. Eschenback et al. (1998) use the terms 
‘directional adverb’ and ‘directional prepositional phrase’ to specify spatial structures of motion in 
satellite-framed languages. These spatial structures involve verbs of motion that occur with either 
adverbs or prepositions. The categories of directional preposition phrase (and directional adverb) 
therefore include some path prepositions (and potentially ‘path adverbs’). 
 
1.8 Serial verb constructions 
According to Aikhenvald (2006), serial verb constructions are ‘a sequence of verbs which act 
together as a single predicate […] (and) describe what is conceptualised as a single event’ (Bisang, 
2009: 794). A single predicate describes the occurrence of verbs within one clause as a unit, 
without any coordination or subordination between them. Together they indicate a single event in 
which each component verb contributes its subpart, expressing a single action. Examples of serial 
verb constructions are as follows: 
 
(1.53) Yoruba  
  Olú  gbé  àga  wá 
   Olu  take  chair  come  
   ‘Olu brought a chair’ 
          (Sebba, 2001: 645) 
(1.54) Ewe (Collins 1997: 463)  
     me  fo  kadegbe  gba 
     I  hit  lamp   break 
‘I hit the lamp and broke it’ 
         (Bisang, 2009: 797) 
 
In (1.53), the verb2 wá ‘come’ acts as a directional complement for the verb1 gbé ‘take’. In (1.54) 
the verb2 gba ‘break’ denotes the consequence of the verb1 fo ‘hit’. When a coordinator is inserted 
between verb1 and verb2 as in the following instance, there appear two different clauses specifying a 
temporal sequence of actions. Therefore, the new sentence does not contain any serial verb 
construction:  
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(1.55) Yoruba (Stahkle 1970: 78)  
         mo  mú  ìwé  mo  sì  wá  ilé 
        I  take  book  I  and  come  home  
         ‘I picked up a book and came home’ 
          (Bisang, 2009: 796) 
 
According to Aikhenvald (2006), a syntactic construction can be considered as a serial verb 
construction if it satisfies certain formal and semantic properties: (i) single predicate, (ii) one event, 
(iii) monoclausality, (iv) intonational properties, (v) shared grammatical categories and (vi) shared 
arguments (2006: 1-14). That is, a serial verb construction is a syntactic construction considered as 
one syntactic unit. It indicates one single overall event and forms one single clause. It has the 
intonational properties of a monoverbal clause, not of a sequence of clauses. Elements of the 
construction also share the same subject, tense, aspect, mood or modality. 
So far, research has found serial verb construction extremely widespread in pidgins and creole 
languages, in West Africa, in the Sinitic region and the mainland of Southeast Asia, in Amazonia, 
Oceania and New Guinea (Sebba, 1987; Déchaine, 1993; Lord, 1993; Collins, 1997; Bisang, 1991, 
1992; Aikhenvald, 1999; Crowley, 2002; Brill and Ozanne-Rivière, 2004) (Bisang, 2009: 793).  
As Vietnamese is a language in the mainland of Southeast Asia, it has been hypothesised that 
serial verb constructions exist in Vietnamese (e.g., Pace, 2009; Hanske, 2013; Q. Đ. Lam, 2011, 
2014, 2015). Below are examples of serial verb constructions retrieved from Q. Đ. Lam’s studies.  
 
(1.56) Em     đứng  trên  cầu   đợi  anh 
younger sister/ brother stand on bridge  wait older brother 
‘I stood on the bridge waiting for you’ 
           
(1.57) Đại Lãn  nằm  chờ  dưới  gốc  sung 
Dailan  lay wait under root fig 
‘Dailan lay and waited (for the fruits falling down to eat) under the fig tree’  
 
(1.58) Vết  chân  cu cậu   ra  vào  vẫn còn  nhẵn  thin thín 
 track foot boy  go out go in still  flat smooth 
 ‘The tracks of his feet were still very flat’ 
 
(1.59) Sự thực  giết  chết  những  ước mơ  lãng mạn 
 truth  kill die ART dream  romantic 
 ‘Truth killed all romantic dreams’  
 
Every verb in sentences from (1.56) to (1.59) is part of a single event. In (1.56) and (1.57), the first 
verbs indicate position while the second verbs express purpose. In (1.58), both verbs denote a state 
of affairs meaning ‘going’. In (1.59), the second verb denotes the consequence of the first verb.  
Through these examples, Q. Đ. Lam suggests that serial verb constructions do exist in Vietnamese. 
However, Q. Đ. Lam’s examples of serial verb constructions in Vietnamese are often considered 
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compound verbs, or verb sequences, which means the term ‘serial verb constructions’ is less 
common in research on Vietnamese (see the notion of compound verbs in Vietnamese in Section 
3.3.1, Chapter 3). Moreover, although Q. Đ. Lam employes the term ‘serial verb constructions’ to 
analyse verb sequences in Vietnamese, his examples and analyses sometimes are not convincing 
enough to claim those verb sequences are serial verb constructions. For example, consider the 
instances provided by Q. Đ. Lam (2011, 2014) in which there are successive verbs as in (1.60) and a 
sentence ‘containing no other parts of speech but a series of verbs’ which he cites from Bisang 
(1995) as in (1.61).   
 
(1.60) Những gã  tài hoa  thì  gảy  đàn    thổi  sáo  cùng    
 ART CL talented COP play musical instrument blow flute together 
 
nhau  ca  hát  nhảy  múa  linh đình  đến  tận  sáng   bạch 
each sing sing dance dance hearty  till ADV morning  clear 
‘The talented people played music, sang and danced together until the next morning’ 
 
(1.61) Muốn biết được thua phải đi hỏi 
want know win lose must go ask 
‘If (you) want to know (who) wins or loses, (then you) must go to ask (somebody)’ 
 
Q. Đ. Lam (2001) posits tiểu sự tình ‘sub-events’ in (1.60), which are ‘play musical instrument’, 
‘blow flute’, ‘sing’ and ‘dance’. These events belong to a sự tình chung ‘general event’ meaning 
‘having fun’ with a shared agent which is ‘talented people’. Thus, sentence (1.60) is considered to 
express a single event (2014: 19). My view is opposite to Q. Đ. Lam’s, that is, sentence (1.60) 
contains successive verbs denoting various events. These different events can be differentiated if 
some coordinators such as và ‘and’ and rồi ‘then’ are inserted, as demonstrated in (1.60a) below. 
 
(1.60a)  Những   gã     tài hoa  thì  gảy  đàn    và      thổi  sáo  
 ART     CL    talented COP play musical instrument and    blow flute  
 
cùng        nhau    ca  hát  rồi       nhảy  múa  linh đình     đến    tận     sáng        bạch 
together  each    sing sing then     dance dance hearty        till      ADV    morning  clear 
‘The talented people played music and sang, then danced together until the next morning’ 
 
Similarly, it is unreasonable to claim that (1.61) is a single serial verb construction because this 
sentence does not express a single event within a single clause. In fact, (1.61) is a conditional 
sentence consisting of an if-clause and a main-clause. I argue that (1.61) is a kind of idiomatic 
expression in the sense that its structure is configurated. Its full structure can be reconstructed by 
adding a subject and a conjunction, as demonstrated in the translation. As can be seen, the verb 
series shown in sentences (1.60) and (1.61) do not match the concept of serial verb construction, 
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they do not express a single event within a single clause. Therefore, these sentences should be 
considered to have a sequence of verbs, not serial verb constructions.  
According to Sebba (2001), the different types of serial verb construction can be categorised 
based on the functions of the verbs in the series relative to one another. He lists 7 categories: (i) 
directional complements, (ii) other motion verb complements, (iii) instrumental constructions, (iv) 
dative constructions, (v) comparative constructions, (vi) resultative constructions and (vii) idiomatic 
constructions (2001: 13928). According to Sebba’s criteria, it appears that serial verb constructions 
exist in examples (1.60) to (1.62).  
 
(1.62) Chị   lấy  dao  cắt  bánh    (instrumental construction) 
young lady take knife cut cake 
‘She took a knife to cut the cake’ 
 
(1.63) Lấy  tiền   đưa  bạn     (dative construction) 
get money  give friend 
‘Get money and give it to friends’ 
 
(1.64) Hắn  làm  vỡ  bóng   đèn    (resultative construction) 
3S do break ballon  lamp 
‘He broke the lamp’ 
 
I will argue in Chapter 3 that athough the term ‘serial verb constructions’ is less common than 
‘compound verbs’ in Vietnamese, it is reasonable to consider there are serial verb constructions in 
the examples (1.62) to (1.64). However, it should be noted here that serial verb construction is not 
at all unproblematic in Vietnamese, and sometimes prepositions are misanalysed as serial verbs. As 
an illustration, consider Q. Đ. Lam’s (2015) examples (with his own glosses) which he argues have 
serial verbs: a beneficiary serial verb construction in (1.65) and directional serial verb constructions 
in (1.66) and (1.67). 
 
(1.65) Bính mời bà cụ      lại       hàng    mình,     nhường cái    ghế      con cho  
Bính invite old lady    come    store    I         give CL     stool   child give 
bà cụ  ngồi 
old lady sit 
‘Binh invited the old lady to her store and gave her the little stool for her to sit’ 
 
(1.66) Bốn cái   ghế     mây      được   đi    tàu thủy về quê  của Điền 
four CL   chair   rattan    BEN    go    boat  come home land of Điền 
‘The four rattan chairs were privileged to travel by boat to Điền’s home village’  
 
(1.67) Đi vào nhà uống nước! 
go enter house drink water 
‘Let’s go inside for some water!’ 
         (Q. Đ. Lam, 2015: 2, 3) 
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In my view, it is unreasonable to claim that serial verb construction does exist in (1.65). The second 
‘verb’ in this sentence does not mean ‘give’ but rather ‘for’. According to Foley and Van Valin 
(1984), ‘it is also a well-known fact about language change that serialised verbs like “give” and 
“take” are often gradually reanalysed into adpositions or case markers’ (Durie, 1988: 2). Thus, I 
argue that the second cho ‘give’ in (1.65) is a marker of beneficiary. In Vietnamese, a beneficiary 
can be marked by the verb cho ‘give’ as in (1.68), but can also be marked by the prepositional cho 
‘for/to’ as in (1.69), presented below. 
 
(1.68) Tôi  cho   anh   chiếc  xe đạp 
 1S V. give  older brother CL bicycle  
 ‘I gave you a bicycle’ 
 
(1.69) Tôi  nhường  chiếc  xe đạp   cho   anh 
 1S V. assign CL bicycle  PREP. for/to older brother 
 ‘I assigned the bicycle to you’ 
 
As is seen, cho in (1.65) does have same function as in (1.68), which allows us to argue that there is 
not a serial verb construction in this sentence and that the second ‘verb’ is actually a preposition.  
The situation in (1.66) and (1.67), however, is complicated. Q. Đ. Lam (2015) claims that 
there are serial verb constructions in these sentences, and that về ‘come/to’ and vào ‘enter/into’ are 
directional complements for the first verb. On similar lines, Pace (2009) argues that serial verb 
constructions exist in the examples (1.70) and (1.71), while Hanske (2013) provides examples to 
prove the same point in (1.72) and (1.73). 
 
(1.70) Cái  chai  trôi   vào   trong  động  
CL bottle to float  to enter in cave 
‘The bottle floated into the cave’ 
        
(1.71) Tôi  rơi  vào  một  cái  lỗ  
I fall enter one CL hole 
‘I fall into a hole’ 
          (Pace, 2009: 53, 56) 
 
(1.72) Tôi  để  quả  táo  vào  cái  bát  
I  put  CL  apple  enter  CL  bowl 
‘I am putting/ put the apple in the bowl’ 
 
(1.73) Chị ấy   ném  sách  lên   giường 
she   throw  book  ascend  bed 
‘She is throwing/threw the book onto the bed’ 
 
          (Hanske, 2013: 189) 
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According to Hanske, the latter elements in these examples are verbs because ‘they also can occur 
as single verbs of clauses and are thus equivalent to main verbs’ (2013: 186). She also states that in 
sentences such as (1.72) and (1.73), the first element is ‘the action that causes the theme’s 
movement’ and the latter element denotes ‘the theme’s direction and its topological relation to the 
goal’. In my view, Hanske focuses on the lexical meaning of the latter element, which is the reason 
for her interpretation that the latter elements are verbs.   
In short, those who advocate that the words such as đi về literally, ‘go return’, đi vào ‘go 
enter’, trôi vào ‘float enter’ and rơi vào ‘fall enter’ are serial verb constructions would interpret the 
first components as motion verbs and the latter components as verbs indicating the path of motion 
and functioning as directional complements of the first ones. This treatment matches the first type 
of serial verb construction identified by Sebba, that is, the second element denotes the direction of 
the preceding verb (Sebba, 2001). Thus, in cases where a manner verb combines with a path verb, 
confusion can result as to whether the latter can function as a preposition. This means that the 
sentences from (1.70) to (1.73) are one focus of the debate as to whether the latter element can be 
addressed as prepositions. 
However, although Pace (2009) advocates for the existence of serial verb constructions in 
(1.70) and (1.71), she also argues that it is possible to refer to vào ‘enter/into’ in these sentences as a 
preposition because Vietnamese has a feature in common with Oceanic languages. That is, ‘many 
Oceanic languages have a word class referred to as “verbal-prepositions”, “directional adverbs”, or 
“pseudo-prepositions”’ (2009: 59). She argues that if ‘(Northern) Vietnamese underwent a process 
similar to Oceanic languages, serial verb constructions may be responsible for the fact that there are 
words with both verbal and prepositional meanings’ (Pace, 2009: 59). Details about the arguments 
on this issue will be presented in Chapter 2 where there is a discussion on what made some scholars 
consider those items as verbs, and what made others believe they are prepositions.  
Another perspective on the possible function of the second element has been presented by 
Clark (1975). She claims that these elements are primarily case markers and hypothesises that they 
reflect an intermediary stage in syntactic history. That is, ‘they actually constitute special uses of 
verbs conveying meaning expressed by prepositions in many languages, and it appears they are well 
on the way to developing into prepositions’ (Thompson, 1982: 581). Concerning serial verb 
constructions and language change, Sebba (2001) also notes that there are cases where a particular 
verb which participates in a serial construction appears to have been reanalysed as a member of 
another syntactic category, for instance, from verb to preposition as in the case of give and for. He 
argues that ‘in such cases, the position of the verb usually makes it amenable to such reanalysis 
(e.g., if it typically occurs immediately before its objects, it maybe reanalysed as a preposition if the 
semantics encourage this interpretation)’ (2001: 13929).  
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Sebba’s argument was stated a long time back by Lord (1973) when he investigated serial 
verb construction in the Kwa languages of West Africa. According to Lord, verbs in series become 
prepositional case markers marking a locative sense. By examining Kwa languages including Ewe, 
Twi and Gã, Lord concludes that locative prepositions are homophonous with locative verbs in 
these languages, and that ‘[T]he prepositions have developed historically from verbs in serial 
constructions’ (1973: 279). Similarly, Li and Thompson (1974) claims that ‘the Mandarin coverbs 
are best viewed as prepositions which are still in the process of changing from earlier verbs’ (1974: 
274). By observing the transition from verbs in series to prepositions in West Africa language, 
Mandarin and Thai, Lord (1973) argues that ‘this pattern of evolution from verb to preposition in 
serial verb constructions may represent a valid generalisation about human language’ (1973: 293). I 
will follow Lord (1973), Li and Thompson (1974), Clark (1975) and Sebba (2001) to argue that the 
transition from verbs to preposition does happen in Vietnamese.  
While the status of the second element in a serial verb construction is still contested, it is 
noticeable that most studies of serial verb constructions in Vietnamese have been undertaken by 
non-native Vietnamese researchers, which may lead to less justifiable treatment of Vietnamese 
serial verb constructions. As far as I am aware, Q. Đ. Lam (2011, 2014, 2015) is the only 
Vietnamese researcher who studies this topic, using the term serial verb constructions. In my view, 
although not all his examples of serial verb constructions in Vietnamese are reasonable, of which I 
have presented some, his evaluation of the investigations of Vietnamese serial verb constructions 
taken by non-native Vietnamese researchers is informative. He says: ‘[O]ur retrospective view of 
such works (the specific investigations into Vietnamese serial verb constructions (SVCs) conducted 
by non-native researchers) has detected a certain confusion in relation to Vietnamese parts of 
speech and the inclusion of structures which may not qualify as SVCs proper while some other 
types of SVCs are disregarded’ (2001: 40). As evidence, let us consider the following examples 
provided by Shrichampa (1996). 
 
(1.74) Anh   ấy  nhanh   lắm 
 eld bro  that fast  very 
 ‘He is very fast’ 
 
(1.75) Anh   ấy  hiểu   nhanh  lắm 
 eld bro  that understand fast very 
 NP   VP  VP AdvP 
 ‘He understands very fast’ 
(Srichampa, 1996: 137) 
 
In (1.74), nhanh ‘fast’ is an adjective functioning as a predicate. In Vietnamese, grammatical 
categories that function as a predicate can be both verbs and adjectives. Thus, hát ‘sing’ and đẹp 
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‘beautiful’ in the sentences like Cô ấy hát hay ‘She sings well’ and Cô ấy đẹp ‘She is beautiful’ are 
predicates. Srichampa argues that in Vietnamese, ‘a basic state verb is a verb as well as being an 
adjective’ (1996: 137). This understanding leads her to a conclusion that hiểu nhanh ‘understand 
fast’ in (1.75) is a serial verb construction. Nhanh ‘fast’ in this case, however, should be interpreted 
as a modifier for the verb hiểu ‘understand’, indicating an assessment of this action. It functions as 
an adverb for the preceding verb.  
Therefore, I agree with Q. Đ. Lam that a clarification of serial verb construction in 
Vietnamese is required ‘to provide more justifiable treatment of Vietnamese SVCs, and more 
accurately distinguish true SVCs from seemingly similar patterns when studying Vietnamese SVCs 
(2011: 40). Although serial verb constructions are considered to exist in Vietnamese, as illustrated 
in the sentences (1.62) to (1.64), I argue that the sentences cited above from the studies of 
Srichampa (1996), Pace (2009), Hanske (2013), as well as some from Q. Đ. Lam (2011, 2014, 
2015) do not contain serial verb constructions. I will discuss this issue in Chapter 3 which also deals 
with confirming the prepositional function of the elements following main verbs.    
 
1.9 Synchronic approach to grammaticalisation  
Section 1.6 of this dissertation introduced grammaticalisation and its attributes: semantic bleaching 
(desemanticisation), morphological reduction (decategorialisation), and erosion (phonetic 
reduction). Heine and Kuteva (2002) argue that grammaticalisation encompasses four main 
interrelated mechanisms in which semantic extension – the ability of a linguistic item to be used in 
a new context – is added. According to these researchers, semantic extension is the mechanism that 
helps a linguistic item gain the characteristics of its uses in a new context. This is opposite to the 
loss in properties displayed in the other three characteristics of grammaticalisation. Thanks to 
context, Heine and Kuteva contend, a grammatical form can express meanings that cannot 
immediately be derived from its respective source form (2002: 2).  
Although they confirm that four of these aspects of grammaticalisation are related, they also 
argue that grammaticalisation is primarily a semantic process (2002: 3) which begins when words 
with a concrete meaning are used to express more abstract meanings. For example, going to in 
English can express an action as in ‘I am going to school’ as well as the future as in ‘I am going to 
marry her’. Going to also has a short form, gonna, which is its morphological reduction. This 
change also results in the loss in phonology:  gon/na (two syllables) compared to go/ing/ to (three 
syllables). This means that semantic bleaching precedes and leads to the morphological reduction 
and phonetic erosion. Such a view is supported by Shindo (2009) who argues that ‘[M]ost language 
45
 32 
change first results from transitions in semantic components, which then causes subsequent shifts in 
the morphological components or in a syntactic relation with other words’ (2009: 17). 
In cognitive linguistics, a metaphor is defined as a mapping of structure, including image-
schematic structure, from a source domain which is concrete to a target domain which is generally 
more abstract (Lakoff and Johnson, 1980). For example, TIME IS SPACE is a conceptual metaphor 
that exists, often in the form of its subcases, in many languages. This metaphor enables us to 
understand expressions such as She left after me in which after no longer expresses the sense of 
location as in She is standing after me. In other words, the semantic extension of after from the 
spatial domain to the temporal domain can be explained based on metaphor. Similarly, a 
conceptualisation of feelings can be defined in terms of the spatial relation in our physical 
experience. In expressions such as I’m feeling up and I’m depressed, we have the conceptual 
metaphors of HAPPY IS UP and SAD IS DOWN.   
Therefore, metaphors are considered as one potential motivation for semantic change, and 
metaphorical extension is also a type of cognitive mechanism that can lead to grammaticalisation 
(Shindo, 2009). Another mechanism for semantic change is metonymic inference, which is also 
called invited inferencing or pragmatic inference (Sullivan, 2007). Metonymic inference is 
considered as the key to conceptualising semantic change in context (Traugott and Dasher, 2002). 
There will be a context in which the meaning of a lexical item invites the inference of another 
meaning that eventually leads to an ambiguity, which is the basis for a new meaning being 
generated. Sweetser (1990) provides the case of go in English as an example for metonymic 
inference: a sentence such as I’m going to see him can be understood to mean that someone is 
currently and physically going, but can also be interpreted as he intends to do that. The future 
meaning is generated in this ambiguous context before it is generalised to connote the future only, 
such as I’m going to stay here. The fact that going to has the sense of future in addition to the sense 
of movement is the result of the metonymic inference mechanism.  
The concept of cognitive mechanisms as motivation for semantic change, and the 
grammaticalisation that sometimes accompanies it, enables linguists to study paths of semantic 
change even with only synchronic data. According to Shindo, ‘the goal of grammaticalisation 
studies is not just to observe the way that grammatical morphemes develop gradually out of lexical 
morphemes or word combinations, but rather to explore the cognitive and communicative 
mechanisms underlying the apparent language changes’ (2009: 18).  
I will argue in this study that certain prepositions in Vietnamese are the result of 
grammaticalisation from path verbs. Due to the absence of historical evidence, research into 
grammaticalisation is based on the network model of cognitive linguistics in which metaphorical 
extension across semantic domains and metonymic inference are considered as the most important 
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mechanisms underlying both grammaticalisation and semantic extension that does not involve 
grammaticalisation.  
Semantic change and grammaticalisation are evident in synchronic polysemy patterns, and 
can be identified when we isolate and analyse recognised metaphors and patterns of inferencing that 
lead to these changes (Heine et al., 1991: 225). To the extent that it is possible using this synchronic 
approach, the present study will address the question of how Vietnamese prepositions arose from 
path verbs by investigating the polysemy network of verbs and comparing this with the polysemy of 
related prepositions. This method will allow for the formulation of generalisations about the 
preservation of meaning, including the meaning of multiple related senses, in the process of 
grammaticalisation of prepositions from verbs. We will also see how semantic changes have 
continued to affect both the verbs and related prepositions following grammaticalisation. 
The study will use the cognitive semantics tools of metaphor and metonymic inference as 
mechanisms to describe the semantic networks of path verbs and prepositions, examining ra ‘go 
out’ as a case study. The function of ra as a path verb will be examined to figure out concrete 
motion-related senses and metaphorical senses, some of which will be modelled using image 
schemas (Lakoff and Johnson, 1980; Johnson, 1987). This research will also employ the terms of 
‘trajector’ (the profiled or highlighted entity) and ‘landmark’ (the reference point for the trajector) 
developed by Langacker in his cognitive grammar (1987). The semantic network of ra as a path 
verb will be used afterwards for a comparison with its network when it functions as a preposition.  
The examples discussed in this dissertation are mainly taken from novels and short stories of 
four well-known authors, while some come from a dictionary and talk shows on the internet which 
are presented in the List of Primary Source. Others are based on my own intuitions as a native 
speaker of Vietnamese. Each separately identified sense of ra is illustrated with many examples, 
and the networks of verbal and prepositional ra are illustrated by diagrams for a better 
demonstration of the analysis.  
 
1.10 Structure of the thesis 
This dissertation has six chapters. The focus of each chapter is as follows: 
This introductory chapter has presented the rationale of the study as well as its aims and the 
scope. It has defined the terms and concepts related to the subject of the study including 
prepositions, motion events, path verbs, manner verbs, serial verb constructions and 
grammaticalisation as well as a general background of Vietnamese language. It also sketches the 
methodology used in the study based on a synchronic approach, and provides an outline of the 
thesis’s structure. 
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Chapter 2 reviews opposing views on the status of prepositions in Vietnamese from semantic, 
functional and cognitive perspectives. It summarises conflicting treatments of Vietnamese 
prepositions derived from path verbs to demonstrate the complexity of the problem and the need for 
a thorough test for differentiating prepositions from verbs, adverbs and serial verb constructions in 
Vietnamese.  
Chapter 3 elaborates on tests to demonstrate that prepositions in Vietnamese, especially 
prepositions derived from path verbs, are different from adverbs and serial verb constructions. The 
possible tests employed include deletion, topicalisation, coordination, and duration. The first three 
stem from the constituency of prepositional phrases as a syntactic unit. This property shows the 
necessity of prepositions in a prepositional phrase, the unchanging construction of prepositional 
phrases even if they are moved to the front of sentences, and the coordination of prepositional 
phrases in a sentence. The duration test comes from the difference in stress for content words and 
function words. As function words, prepositions are never stressed and therefore have a shorter 
duration than verbs do.   
Chapter 4 is a close semantic examination of path verb ra. It will describe the concrete related 
senses of verbal ra to lay a foundation for the study of prepositional ra. The examination shows a 
semantic extension in the semantics of path verbs, which will be preserved in the semantics of the 
grammatical preposition. This chapter will also investigate the development of the metaphorical 
senses of these verbs from the concrete senses. 
Chapter 5 reveals the semantics of preposition ra. It will examine the preservation of path 
verb meanings in the extended prepositions. Furthermore, it will show that the core senses of the 
verb are the basis for not the metaphorical extension of the verb, but also give rise to the 
corresponding preposition which then may develop its own senses. This is the basis for the study to 
claim that not only can path verbs grammaticalise into prepositions that retain most of the verbs’ 
meanings, but these resultant prepositions can then build on the meaning in ways that never 
occurred for the verbs.  
Chapter 6 concludes the main points of the study including a firm confirmation of the status 
of prepositions as a grammatical category in Vietnamese, and the composition of distinct but related 
semantic networks of prepositions and path verbs. It generalises the similarities and differences 
between the semantic network of path verbs and the semantic network of prepositions in 
Vietnamese, indicating their significant characteristics and what this tells us about semantic 
networks affected by grammaticalisation. Finally, ideas for further studies on motion events, 
metaphor and cognitive semantics are proposed and the limitations of this study are acknowledged. 
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Chapter 2 Từ chỉ hướng – ‘words denoting direction’ 
2.1 Từ chỉ hướng as a multi-functional category 
In Vietnamese linguistics, words such as ra ‘go out’, vào ‘go in’, lên ‘go up’, and xuống ‘go down’ 
are labelled in a variety of ways. They may be called từ chỉ hướng (literally translated as ‘words 
denoting direction’), từ chỉ hướng vận động (literally translated as ‘words denoting direction of 
motion’), động từ chỉ hướng vận động (literally translated as ‘verbs denoting direction of motion’), 
phó từ chỉ hướng (literally translated as ‘adverbs denoting direction’), từ chỉ hướng cho động từ 
(literally translated as ‘words denoting direction for verbs’), and trạng ngữ chỉ hướng (literally 
translated as ‘directional adverbial’) (K. T. Nguyen, [1975] 1999; T.T. Vu, 1978; T. H. Dinh, 1985; 
L. Nguyen, 1977, 1990; Q. N. Ha, 1991; T. N. Tran, 2009). Of these terms, từ chỉ hướng or từ chỉ 
hướng vận động are the most common. Use of these terms, as explained by L. Nguyen (1990), is for 
multiple purposes, as presented below.  
 
1) Chúng tôi chưa khẳng định tất cả những từ riêng lẻ trong nhóm này đều có gốc là động từ. 
Nhưng mặt khác, chúng tôi lại đứng trên chức năng cú pháp có thể có (và tương đối ổn 
định về mặt đồng đại) của chúng, lấy đó làm cơ sở xuất phát để không hạn chế về mặt số 
lượng khi khảo sát. 
2) Làm như vậy cũng có nghĩa là đồng thời với việc nghiên cứu chức năng động từ của 
chúng, chúng tôi còn quan tâm khảo sát những chức năng khác với mức độ cần thiết tương 
tự. 
3) Trong khi quan tâm đến những chức năng khác nhau có thể có của nhóm từ này, chúng tôi 
muốn – trong phạm vi có thể được – thử tìm xem đâu là vị trí gốc vốn có của chúng.  
 
1) We do not affirm every single word in the group to be a verb. However, their possible 
functions (and synchronically stable functions) are the basis of investigation to cover an 
unlimited range of words.  
2) Doing so also requires both the study of the function of verbs and of other functions with 
the same level of necessity. 
3) While concerned about many possible functions of words in this group, we, within our 
means, want to work out what their origins are.  
(L. Nguyen, 1990: 67) 
 
Từ chỉ hướng/ từ chỉ hướng vận động is the term used to indicate words expressing the direction of 
motion in every possible function. In contrast, the terms động từ chỉ hướng vận động and phó từ chỉ 
hướng are only used once the function of an examined word is confirmed as a verb or an adverb, 
respectively. For ease of presentation, then, in this study we choose the term từ chỉ hướng ‘words 
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denoting direction’ to indicate both path verbs and the grammatical categories derived from path 
verbs, and the term path verb is used only if its verbal function is undebatable.   
The popularity of the term từ chỉ hướng is a further indication of the complexity of the study 
of grammatical categories in Vietnamese. In my view, a general concept is needed to avoid the 
constant debate over identifying a certain word as a verb, an adverb or a preposition. The term từ 
chỉ hướng assumes the multiple functions of the examined words, and it therefore seems to be 
particularly suitable for an examination focusing on semantics only. In fact, a syntactic or semantic 
study of path verbs in Vietnamese is often intertwined with an examination of their derived adverbs 
or prepositions, and vice versa, so the relation between these grammatical categories appears to be 
well recognised by researchers at some level. Thus, từ chỉ hướng is a convenient term to refer to the 
semantic relations between those grammatical categories.  
Since từ chỉ hướng refers to path verbs, adverbs and prepositions derived from path verbs, a 
review of từ chỉ hướng will encompass all these grammatical categories. This will help clarify not 
only current views on the status of prepositions, but also the relationship between verbs, adverbs 
and prepositions in Vietnamese. Therefore, a review of previous studies of từ chỉ hướng is 
understood as an overview of studies of path verbs and the related syntactic categories of their 
adverbs and prepositions.  
There are several possible approaches to reviewing previous studies. One is an examination of 
từ chỉ hướng in the functions of verbs and từ chỉ hướng in other functions. Another one is a multi-
dimensional approach by which từ chỉ hướng is examined through semantic, functional and 
cognitive perspectives, focusing on the discussions of từ chỉ hướng in the functions of verbs, 
adverbs, prepositions and second verbs in serial verb constructions. Since từ chỉ hướng are often 
studied from multiple angles, this researcher chooses the second approach to cover the various 
representation of từ chỉ hướng. By doing so, the study can also cover the different theories that have 
been applied to study từ chỉ hướng. Furthermore, as one of the essential parts of this study is the 
examination of how the derived prepositions semantically link to path verbs, it is necessary to 
evaluate the previous semantic and cognitive analyses to see what the current research can add to 
the investigation of từ chỉ hướng in Vietnamese.   
 
2.2 Studies from semantic perspectives 
Studies on từ chỉ hướng in terms of semantic aspects are not so far apart from studies on 
grammatical aspects. In fact, almost all scholars who are interested in từ chỉ hướng have, to a 
greater to lesser degree, discussed them from both semantic and functional perspectives. An attempt 
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to consider either of these two fields is best served by focusing on the most prominent results, 
semantically and grammatically, in previous studies. 
So far, the research has covered these main issues: (i) the semantics of từ chỉ hướng in every 
possible function, (ii) the semantics of từ chỉ hướng in their verbal function, and (iii) the semantic 
classification of từ chỉ hướng.  
As mentioned above, L. Nguyen (1990)’s introduction on the investigation of từ chỉ hướng 
not only points out the different functions that từ chỉ hướng can perform, but also the researcher’s 
method suggests the similarity in meaning of words in the group, regardless of their different 
functional categories. Consider the following sentences with lên ‘go up’ as an illustration. 
 
(2.1) Họ  từ   Hà Nội  lên   miền   núi 
3P from   Hanoi  V. go up region  mountain 
‘They went to the mountainside from Hanoi’  
 
(2.2) Khói   bốc  lên  
smoke  rise ADV. up 
‘Smoke rose up’ 
 
(2.3) Từ  hàng  ghế  khán giả,  anh   ấy  bước  lên   sân khấu 
from row chair audience young man that step PREP. onto stage 
‘He walked onto the stage from the audience’  
 
(2.4) Hãy  trình   đề án   này  lên   giám đốc 
IMP submit  project  this PREP. to director 
‘Let’s submit this project to the director’  
 
(2.5) Hãy  hát  lên! 
IMP sing PAR. up 
‘Let’s get loud!’  
 
All the sentences from (2.1) to (2.5) express the notion of ‘something moving up from a low 
position to a higher position’. In (2.1), lên indicates a movement from Hanoi, a city located in the 
northern delta to the mountain area. In (2.2), lên again expresses a physical process, of smoke’s 
movement towards a higher position. In (2.3), lên denotes a physical change from a lower point (the 
audience area) to a higher point (the stage). Lên in (2.4) metaphorically expresses the relationship 
between low and high status in society while it also metaphorically denotes the rising of the noise 
level in the imperative mood in (2.5). L. Nguyen concludes that the most basic feature of từ chỉ 
hướng is that it denotes spatial direction (1990: 71).  
Noticeably, L. Nguyen also indicates that there are cases in which the expression of spatial 
direction is lost. In these situations, từ chỉ hướng occurs after verbs. Below are some instances 
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retrieved from L. Nguyen’s examples for spatial direction expressions on the left, and non-spatial 
expressions on the right, with my own gloss. 
 
(2.6) CÒN HƯỚNG KHÔNG GIAN  ≠   KHÔNG CÒN HƯỚNG KHÔNG GIAN 
‘Spatial Direction Sense Remaining’    ‘Spatial Direction Sense Lost’  
 
a1 Nó  chạy  RA   đồng   b1 Nam  tìm  RA  đáp số 
 3S run ra    field    Nam find ra answer 
 ‘He ran (out) to the field’    ‘Nam found out the answer’ 
 
a2 Nam  nhìn  RA  sân   b2 Cô  ấy     đẹp     RA 
 Nam look ra yard    3S that   beautiful    ra 
‘Nam looked (out) to the yard’ ‘She is getting beautiful’  
 
(L. Nguyen, 1990: 71) 
 
Nguyen claims that sentences such as (a1) and (a2) express spatial relation whereas sentence (b1) 
expresses a temporal relation in the sense that the action is completed. Meanwhile, sentence (b2) 
specifies a positive subjective comment, which he categorises as belonging to the psychological 
domain in the sense that the situation expressed in (b2) is perfective. He concludes that the semantic 
change of từ chỉ hướng starts from the spatial domain, then extends to the temporal domain and 
ends at the psychological domain (1990: 121-122). Furthermore, he claims that the semantic change 
of từ chỉ hướng that has been shown in various aspects above could lead to a change in their 
grammatical functions (1977: 24).  
L. Nguyen’s statement is supported and elaborated on by other researchers. For example, V. 
Đ. Đinh et al. (1981) studied the grammatical characteristics of adverbs through seventeenth 
century Catholic Church documents, written by three Vietnamese people and a French in chữ quốc 
ngữ (lit. national script). This is the writing system using the Roman alphabet plus some diacritic 
marks from the Greek alphabet to record Vietnamese phonology. These documents are considerably 
significant because the examined words have the correct forms as they are used even now. Before 
that, Vietnamese people used the script borrowed from China, in which the pronunciation and 
characters are quite different. For example, ra ‘go out’ and vào ‘go in’ were pronounced as ‘xuất’ 
and ‘nhập’, and were written as 出 and 入, respectively.  
V. Đ. Đinh et al. (1981) examine the semantics of từ chỉ hướng such as ra ‘go out’, vào ‘go 
in’, lên ‘go up’, and xuống ‘go down’ in the function of adverbs. Adverbial ra ‘out’ has two main 
senses: denoting direction (e.g., chạy ra ‘run out’, nhìn ra ‘look out’, kéo ra ‘pull out’) and 
indicating result (e.g., tìm ra ‘find out’, nghe ra ‘lit. hear out’ ‘understand’, làm ra ‘lit. make out’ 
‘create’). The researchers claim that the ‘result’ sense of ra has a high frequency in the documents 
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because the other words do not indicate the sense of result or do not show it clearly (1981: 58). As 
an adverb, ra adds the sense of ‘result’ which is not denoted by verbal ra.  
Researchers such as L. Nguyen (1977, 1990), V. Đ. Đinh et al. (1981) have addressed the 
typical meanings of từ chỉ hướng in the functions of verbs and adverbs. However, they did not focus 
on the semantic relations between these grammatical categories when examining từ chỉ hướng, as 
considered in the current thesis. Instead, they focused on the use of semantic criteria to distinguish 
từ chỉ hướng in the function of verbs from từ chỉ hướng in other functions. For example, L. Nguyen 
(1977) suggests that từ chỉ hướng as verbs firstly must be used independently like other motion 
verbs, and secondly, must contain the semantic feature of spatial direction to be used to express 
movement (1977: 10).   
This claim is supported by Q. N. Ha (1991) who proposed a ‘meaning structure’ of từ chỉ 
hướng which comprises four components in the function of a verb: including activity, movement, 
spatial direction, and destination (1991: 49). To demonstrate this model, Q. N. Ha (1991) examines 
ra ‘go out’ and vào ‘go in’. Below is Q. N. Ha’s explanation of ra ‘go out’ in Vietnamese and my 
English translation. 
 
Ra biểu thị hoạt động di chuyển theo hướng từ nơi hẹp hơn, kín hơn lan toả tới nơi rộng rãi, 
quang đãng hơn nơi xuất phát hay nơi tồn tại của chủ thể hành động. Vì vậy người ta chỉ nói 
(khi ở đất liền, ở bờ) ra biển, ra sông, ra đảo, (khi ở nông thôn) ra thành phố, ra tỉnh, (khi ở 
trong nhà) ra sân, ra vườn, ra đường v.v. Điểm đến hay đích của ra có thể rất đa dạng và rất 
khác nhau. Có thể đó là một nơi xa lạ, khác với chỗ sống bình thường hoặc chỉ đơn giản là 
một điểm, một chỗ bất kỳ được chủ thể cảm nhận như là nơi rộng hơn, thoáng hơn so với nơi 
của chủ thể hành động đang tồn tại. Do đó có thể nói: ra đồng, ra nước ngoài, ra mặt trận, 
[...], ra đời v.v.  
 
Ra expresses a movement from a narrow and closed place that is the starting point or the 
location of an actor towards a wide and spacious place. Therefore, people say go (out) to the 
sea, go (out) to the river, go (out) to the island (when they are on land or ashore), go (out) to 
the city, go (out) to the province (when they are living in the countryside), and go (out) to the 
yard, go (out) to the garden, go (out) to the road (when they are indoors), etc. The 
destination or terminus of ra can be very diverse. It could be a strange and unfamiliar place 
or any place that the speaker considers as wider and more spacious than his present place. 
Therefore, the speaker can say: go (out) to the field, go (out) overseas, go (out) to the 
battlefield, […], come out into society, etc.   
                (Q. N. Ha, 1991: 49) 
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Q. N. Ha’s analysis is noteworthy in that he points out the relationship between the speaker/ 
narrator/ observer’s location and the destination/ goal/ terminus and identifies this as the main factor 
in choosing an appropriate từ chỉ hướng expression. He emphasises the meanings of direction and 
destination expressed by từ chỉ hướng by stating: 
   
Khi nói về nhà, lên núi, xuống sông, ra đồng, vào hang, tới trường, đến nhà máy, sang làng 
bên v.vv.v. người ta chỉ muốn thông báo: đó là những hoạt động di chuyển theo một hướng 
nhất định xảy ra trong một phạm vi có giới hạn nhất định.  
 
By saying return home, go (up) to mountains, go (down) to the river, go (out) to the field, go 
(in) to the cave, go to school, go to the factory, and go to the neighbouring village, etc. 
people just want to communicate that these are movements in a certain direction within a 
certain limited sphere.  
        (Q. N. Ha, 1991: 50) 
Apart from direction and destination, the deictic centre which is called ‘the starting point’ by L. 
Nguyen (1977) is the other concern. He states that Vietnamese people have a clear notion of the 
direction from the starting point (the origo). Comparing ra ‘go out’, vào ‘go in’, lên ‘go up’, and 
xuống ‘go down’ with common expressions denoting similar meanings in French, German, English 
and Russian, L. Nguyen argues that expressing the source is an intrinsic semantic feature of từ chỉ 
hướng in Vietnamese, and that it does not exist in those languages (1977: 18). Below are his 
examples.  
 
(2.7) Tôi vào Nha Trang 
Je vais (du nord) à Nha Trang 
Ich gehe (von Nord) nach Nha Trang 
I go (from the north) to Nha Trang 
Ya edu (s severa) v Nha Trang 
          (L. Nguyen, 1977: 18) 
L. Nguyen’s example can be interpreted as: Nha Trang is a city located in the south of Vietnam. 
Vào ‘go in’ is chosen based on a presupposition that the narrator was located somewhere to the 
north. This feature is comprised in the semantics of vào and therefore, there is no need to add extra 
information as other languages do. L. Nguyen’s argument, however, means little because he 
compared vào, the specific verb expressing motion towards the south in Vietnamese with the 
‘simple’ verbs in other languages, which express motion away from the deictic centre. Therefore, 
this comparison is not helpful to highlight the ‘starting point’ expressed by vào.    
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In my view, the semantic analysis of Q. N. Ha (1991) and L. Nguyen (1997) is insufficient to 
differentiate từ chỉ hướng as a verb from từ chỉ hướng as an adverb. Moreover, the semantic 
investigation on từ chỉ hướng was mainly focused on từ chỉ hướng as a verb, such as how to 
categorise them into different groups, and therefore the semantics of từ chỉ hướng in other functions 
was less of a concern. For example, L. Nguyen (1990) divides eleven từ chỉ hướng in verbal 
function into five groups to demonstrate the diversified behaviour of these words as well as to 
distinguish the similarities and differences of words in each group. These groups are (i) đi ‘go’, (ii) 
ra ‘go out’, vào ‘go in’, lên ‘go up’, xuống ‘go down’, (iii) sang ‘cross’, qua ‘through’, (iv) về 
‘return’, lại ‘come/return’, and (v) đến ‘come’, tới ‘come’. Apart from đi ‘go’ which he considered 
as a special group, the two main criteria that he used to categorise these words are presented as 
follows.  
First, the ‘pleremes’ xuất phát ‘departing’, tiếp cận ‘arriving’ and vượt khỏi ‘crossing’ allow 
L. Nguyen to divide từ chỉ hướng into three different groups. The ‘departing’ group includes ra ‘go 
out’, vào ‘go in’, lên ‘go up’, xuống ‘go down’. The ‘arriving’ group involves đến ‘come’, tới 
‘come’, về ‘return’, lại ‘return/ come’. The ‘crossing’ group contains sang ‘across’, qua ‘across’ 
(1990: 132-138). The second criterion is based on the symmetry in the horizontal or vertical axis 
and the ability to express different shades of meaning of different words in a group. As a result, ra 
‘go out’ and vào ‘go in’ are horizontally symmetrical while lên ‘go up’ and xuống ‘go down’ are 
symmetrical vertically (1990: 167).  
L. Nguyen (1990) also makes the point that we can examine these symbolic words based on 
the characteristics of terrain (high/ low, wide/ narrow, mountain/ sea, mountain/ plain) and the 
direction of airspace (east, west, south, north), as conceptualised by Vietnamese people. Taking 
xuống ‘go down’ as an example, we see there are at least three senses: (i) movement from a high 
place to a lower place, (ii) movement from mountain to sea, and (iii) movement from west to east 
(1990: 149-150). The same patterns can be interpreted for the other words of the group. He depicts 
these properties as follows: 
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               Figure 1. Spatial sense of ra, vào, lên, xuống (L. Nguyen, 1990: 151) 
 
              rộng ‘wide’  
              bắc ‘north’    
   cao ‘high’               XUỐNG ‘DOWN’    thấp ‘low’  
                                           núi ‘mountain’       biển ‘sea’   
        
                                                       RA ‘OUT’          VÀO ‘IN’  
   tây ‘west’                  LÊN ‘UP’   đông ‘east’ 
         
            hẹp ‘narrow’ 
            nam ‘south’ 
 
This Vietnamese conceptualisation of the geography coupled with direction helps explain some 
common expressions in Vietnamese. As demonstrated in Figure 1, the high positions (mountains) 
are in the west and low positions (sea) are in the east. This characteristic explains the usage of lên 
‘up’ and xuống ‘down’ in idiomatic expressions such as lên rừng xuống biển ‘go up to the forest, go 
down to the sea’ or xuống Đông lên Đoài ‘go down to Dong places go up to Doai places’. In the 
second expression, Đông and Đoài are common names used to refer to provinces in the past. Đông 
provinces are at a low altitude, next to the coast while Đoài provinces are higher and close to 
mountains. Therefore, these two expressions are understood as analogous. Similarly, T. C. Nguyen 
(2003) explains the usage of ra ‘go out’ and vào ‘go in’ in the saying vào Nam ra Bắc ‘lit. go in to 
the south, go out to the north’ which is basically based on L. Nguyen (1990) categories. T. C. 
Nguyen also explained that to express a movement to a certain place, Vietnamese speakers prefer to 
use words which can describe specific characteristics (of places) like ra ‘go out’, vào ‘go in’, lên 
‘go up’, xuống ‘go down’, sang ‘go across’, and  qua ‘go across’, rather than neutral words such as 
đi ‘go’, đến ‘arrive’, tới ‘arrive’ (2003: 121). Although these explaination are resonable, the general 
diagram of L. Nguyen as presented in Figure 1, however, is not sufficient enough to explain a 
variety of spatial relations expressed by these words, as will be presented in Chapter 4.   
In conclusion, studies on từ chỉ hướng from semantic perspectives have progressed 
considerably in the past two decades. The semantic features of each từ chỉ hướng have been 
investigated closely and widely agreed on by many scholars (V. Đ. Đinh et al. 1981; Q. N. Ha, 
1991; T. Q. Nguyen, 2002; T. C. Nguyen 2003; T. N. Tran, 2009).  However, studies from semantic 
perspectives have mostly focused on the semantics of từ chỉ hướng in their verbal function, and 
therefore the semantic extension of từ chỉ hướng after grammaticalisation has not received much 
attention. Moreover, scholars were less concerned about từ chỉ hướng as a polysemous 
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phenomenon, which has resulted in a lack of investigation about the relation between the 
prepositional and verbal uses of từ chỉ hướng.   
 
2.3 Studies from functional perspectives 
If the semantics of từ chỉ hướng have received broad agreement among linguists, its syntactic 
function is a highly controversial topic. The problem is not how to identify the function of từ chỉ 
hướng as a verb, but rather the possible functions of từ chỉ hướng when it comes after another verb. 
This is the most complicated issue, and the debate over whether từ chỉ hướng could be a preposition 
if it occurs after another verb has not been resolved. Generally, từ chỉ hướng is considered as a 
supplement of verbs in the sense that it covers the function of adverbs. Từ chỉ hướng is sometimes 
proposed as a second verb in a serial verb construction. In another direction, từ chỉ hướng is 
asserted to be a quan hệ từ ‘relation word’ or a preposition.  
Though many functions of từ chỉ hướng are still debatable, almost all researchers agree that 
some từ chỉ hướng are a result of grammaticalisation. For example, Q. N. Ha (1991) states: 
 
 
Mặc dù mang nhiều tên gọi khác nhau như từ phụ chỉ hướng của động từ [...], phó động từ 
phương hướng […], phụ tố chỉ phương hướng […], các thành phần phụ của đoản ngữ động từ 
chỉ ra hướng của động từ trung tâm […] song hầu hết các nhà nghiên cứu đều thừa nhận khi 
đứng sau các động từ không bao gồm nét nghĩa phương hướng, các từ này không còn ở cương 
vị động từ nữa. 
 
Although having various names such as a complement indicating the direction of verbs […], an 
adverb of direction […], a complement denoting direction […], a complement of verb phrases 
specifying the direction of main verbs […] almost all researchers have agreed that, when 
coming after non-directional verbs, these words are not verbs anymore.  
         (Q. N. Ha, 1991: 51) 
Though Ha does not confirm the grammatical category of từ chỉ hướng after grammaticalisation, he 
confirms that từ chỉ hướng can be complements of verbs, which has been widely agreed. However, 
V. Đ. Đinh et al. (1981) warn that elements coming after verbs could be ‘relation’ words such as 
conjunctions or prepositions, as well as adverbs and modifiers; these researchers consider that (we) 
need to separate these words from the list of supplements of verbs, which is not an easy task (1981: 
57). 
The evidence supports Q. N. Ha’s arguments. As a complement of verbs, từ chỉ hướng is 
considered as an adverb, a preposition, and a second verb in a serial verb construction. The criterion 
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to distinguish từ chỉ hướng as an adverb or a preposition is the presence (or absence) of a noun 
functioning as its object. Tran and Duong (1946) claim that when từ chỉ hướng occur in a structure 
in which there is an object standing after them, they will function as a preposition. If the object is 
deleted, từ chỉ hướng will become a particle (L. Nguyen, 1977: 20). This syntactic criterion is also 
accepted by L. Nguyen (1977, 1990), Q. B. Diep (1985), T. Q. Nguyen (2002), and T. N. Tran 
(2009).  
Nevertheless, this criterion is not followed strictly by many other scholars, for instance, K. T. 
Nguyen ([1975] 1999) and Panfilov (1966). Below are their examples, in which I have marked the 
examined words with numbers.  
 
(2.8) Panfilov (1966)  
a. Tôi  đặt  con  gà   vào1  mâm 
    1S put CL chicken to tray 
    ‘I put the chicken into the tray’  
 
b. Tôi  đặt  con  gà   vào2 
    1S put CL chicken in 
     ‘I put the chicken in’  
        (L. Nguyen, 1977: 20) 
(2.9) Em       định      chạy   lên1  gác,     nhưng  em  
younger brother/sister    intend   run    up upstairs   but  younger brother/ sister 
 
không  chạy  lên2     được  cho nên  đành phải  chạy  xuống 
not run up    ADV  therefore have to run down 
‘I intended to run to the upper level, but I couldn’t do it so I had to run down’ 
 
   (K. T. Nguyen, ([1975] 1999: 86) 
 
Panfilov argues that we can omit mâm ‘tray’ in (2.8b) without grammatical errors. Thus, the 
function of vào is just a verbal modifier, which Panfilov defines as an element used to identify the 
direction of movement expressed by the main verb coming before it, and not having an independent 
syntactic function. They have only the property of an ‘assistant’ to indicate the direction of the main 
verbs (L. Nguyen, 1977: 20). 
Similarly, K. T. Nguyen ([1975] 1999) claims that lên1 and lên2 in (2.9) are identical. He 
argues that both lên1 and lên2 function as an adverbial of direction for the verbs chạy ‘run’. The 
reason is that they are always adjacent to verbs, and not always to nouns, as there is not any noun 
after lên2. Therefore, he proposes a demarcation line for chạy lên gác ‘run to upper level’ which is 
[(chạy lên) + (gác)] ‘[(run up) + (upper level)], not [(chạy) + (lên gác)] ‘[(run) + (to upper level)]’. 
He concludes that lên ‘up’ and xuống ‘down’ depend on verbs, not the noun and therefore, they are 
not like prepositions (1999: 86).  
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K. T. Nguyen’s treatment is in opposition to those of his namesake T. C. Nguyen (1975), 
Clark (1975), V. Đ. Đinh (1985), N. N. Du (2001), and T. Q. Nguyen (2002). T. C. Nguyen (1975) 
states that in the case of prepositions, traditional grammar often gives an impression that preposition 
x stays in between verb A and noun B but does not form a constituent with either of them. However, 
he argues that x tends to attach to noun B rather than verb A (1975: 331). Similarly, V. Đ. Đinh 
(1985) claims that as a preposition, x attaches closely to the noun (or pronoun) coming after it, 
rather than to a preceding verb (1985: 10). On similar lines, N. N. Du (2001) states the view that a 
traditional examination is often less concerned with the function of prepositions derived from nouns 
and verbs, in comparison with the main verbs. She analyses two sentences to prove the irreplaceable 
role of prepositions as follows. 
 
(2.10) a. vào   phòng   thi 
    go in room  compete 
    ‘go to the examination room’  
 
b. (mang  tài liệu)  vào  phòng   thi 
    take  document to room  compete 
    ‘bring (the) document to the examination room’   
          (N. N. Du, 2001: 34) 
N. N. Du argues that phòng thi ‘examination room’ is an object in both sentences. However, in 
(2.10b) phòng thi is the object of vào and governed directly by vào, not mang ‘bring’ because ‘there 
is no possible combination * mang tài liệu phòng thi (bring document examination room)’. 
According to her, a structure like vào phòng thi in (2.10b) is a prepositional phrase (cf. Srichampa 
1998).  
Putting aside the question of whether vào1 in (2.8a) and lên1 in (2.9) can be treated as a 
preposition or not, it is necessary to make the point that vào1 and vào2 in (2.8), lên1 and lên2 in (2.9) 
are being used differently due to the presence or absence of a following noun phrase. Based on the 
criterion applied by Tran and Duong (1946), vào1 and lên1 should be considered as prepositions 
while vào2 and lên2 (and also xuống ‘down’) should be treated as adverbs. In my view, since 
Panfilov (1966) and K. T. Nguyen (1975) pay more attention to the semantics of vào and lên which 
clearly indicate direction, they forget that these words can also denote the destination of verbs. That 
is the case when after vào and lên there exists a locative noun which is the goal or the target of a 
movement expressed by a manner verb.  
Studies on the function of từ chỉ hướng when they occur after verbs still display a drastic 
inconsistency among the conclusions of the investigators. Though most researchers agree that there 
was a grammaticalisation of từ chỉ hướng, V. L. Le (1952) asserts these words take part in a ‘verb 
composite’ whenever a verb of motion comes before them (see L. Nguyen, 1990). This is supported 
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by K. T. Nguyen (1975) who states ‘these words are added to verbs, usually verbs of motion, to 
make compound verbs’ (K. T. Nguyen, [1975]1999: 78-79). This means V. L. Le argues chạy ra 
‘run out’ in Nó chạy ra đường [lit. he ran out road] ‘He ran into the road’ or bước lên ‘step up’ in 
Nó bước lên gác [lit. he walk up stair] ‘He walked upstairs’ is a unit with two components. Since 
the close semantic relation between chạy ‘run’ and ra ‘go out’, bước ‘step’ and lên ‘go up’ in these 
cases is undeniable, it is easy to understand why V. L. Le proclaims they are verb compounds. This 
view was also stated long ago by V. K. Truong (1867) when he compared Vietnamese with French 
and Latin languages. He said those are words whose functions are components of compound verbs, 
and that they can be considered like particles in German language. In German, particles function as 
affixes of verbs that have the ability to be apart from verbs (see K. T. Nguyen, [1975]1999: 77). V. 
K. Truong’s opinion, however, is contested by K. T. Nguyen ([1975]1999) who provides examples 
in French as presented below, accompanied by my English translation.   
 
(2.11) V. K. Truong (1867: 45)  
 
dắt đến (lit. guide arrive ‘lead to’)  = a mener 
cất đi  (lit. store go   ‘put away’)  = en lever 
trở về  (lit. turn arrive  ‘return’)   = re tourner 
chui vào (lit. creep enter  ‘get inside’)   = s’in troduire 
bước ra (lit. step exit   ‘step out’)   = (e gredi) sortir 
trả lại  (lit. pay return  ‘pay back’)  = (red dere) rendre 
đi lên   (lit. go ascend  ‘go up’)   = (as cendere) monter 
cúi xuống (lit. bend descend  ‘bend down’)   =  s’a baisser 
(K. T. Nguyen, [1975]1999: 77-78) 
 
According to K. T. Nguyen, the elements like a-, re-, en-, in- in French or e-, red- in Latin 
languages are prefixes which can never be detached from the root, whereas từ chỉ hướng in 
Vietnamese can be freely split from verbs regardless of the grammatical function they perform 
([1975]1999: 84). Nguyen’s argument is supported when he uses a phrasal expansion test to 
examine the difference between serial verb constructions, verb clusters and adverbs of direction.  
 
(2.12) a. đi   mua      à đi      mà        mua       à S             đi    S   mua 
   go   buy           go     CONJ     buy            SUB        go   SUB buy 
   ‘go buy’                 ‘go to buy’            ‘He goes he buys’  
 
b. ăn     xong      à ăn     sắp    xong   bữa      rồi      à ăn        đã  xong 
    eat    finish            eat    near   finish  meal   already        eat       already finish 
   ‘eating done’         ‘eating is nearly done’                        ‘eating done’  
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c. đi  ra        à *đi     mà        ra       à *S        đi    S         ra     à *đi    đã           ra 
    go exit            go    CONJ    exit           SUB   go   SUB   exit                   go    already  exit 
   ‘go out’             *none-sense                  ‘He goes he exits’                      ‘go already exit’  
 
(K. T. Nguyen, [1975]1999: 81-82) 
 
Expressions in (2.12a) and (2.12b) are acceptable because the components in the sequences are 
verbs, which allows the insertion of a function word such as a conjunction or an adverb between 
them. Those in (2.12c) are unacceptable because ra is no longer a verb but becomes a function word 
denoting the direction for the preceding verb (K. T. Nguyen, ([1975]1999: 82). By his analysis, K. 
T. Nguyen disputes the arguments of Barbier (1925), and Emeneau and Cadière (1958) (see L. 
Nguyen, 1990) when they claim those words are the ‘second verb in series verbs’. 
Nevertheless, it is still difficult to achieve a consensus on this issue. The uncertainty of 
whether the post-verbal component is a verb in a serial verb construction once again appears in 
studies of Pace (2009) and Q. Đ. Lam (2011, 2015). Particularly, Pace takes motion verbs in 
Northern Vietnamese to examine the cases in which these words can act as verbs and prepositions. 
She also investigates the expressions which are likely to be a serial verb construction, as well as 
presenting the difficulty of how ‘to interpret post-verbal components as verbs or prepositions’ 
because the ambiguous utterances existed (2009: 52). Pace provides a very complicated example as 
follows. The italics are mine to mark the highlighted words. 
 
(2.13) a. Cái  chai       trôi  vào   trong  động 
   CL bottle      to float to enter in  cave 
  ‘The bottle floated into the cave’ 
 
b. Cái  chai       trôi   vào       trong  động 
    CL bottle      to float into           in  cave 
    ‘The bottle floated into the cave’  
 
         (Pace, 2009: 53) 
 
Pace discusses that there are two possibilities for analysing the sentences in (2.13). ‘One possible 
interpretation of the example sentence is that trôi vào is functioning as a serial verb construction, 
with both manner of motion and path of motion verbs […]. The second possible interpretation is 
that vào trong is a series of prepositions’ (2009: 55). Through her paper, Pace tries to apply 
different tests such as object insertion, negation, phrasing and word order to classify whether these 
words function as verbs or prepositions, but finally admits that the attempts that she discussed so far 
in the paper ‘have failed to yield conclusive results regarding verbs versus the prepositions class’ 
(2009: 62). Pace eventually proposes a third possibility for addressing the issue, that the ‘path of 
motion verbs in Northern Vietnamese that can function as prepositions may be worthy of their own 
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word class when they occur with manner of motion verbs: coverbs’ (2009: 63). In my view, this is 
not a thorough solution, rather it reflects an impasse in solving the problem because when the 
Mandarin teachers invented the term coverbs, they aimed to avoid the difficulty when identifying 
the status of prepositions in Mandarin (Clark, 1975: 130). Therefore, Pace’s suggestion is not 
helpful.  
Similarly, Q. Đ. Lam (2011) concedes there are serial verb constructions in Vietnamese, but 
says that studies of Vietnamese serial verb constructions so far are not sufficient to provide ‘more 
justifiable treatment of Vietnamese serial verb constructions, and more accurately distinguish true 
serial verb constructions from seemingly similar patterns when studying Vietnamese serial verb 
constructions’ (2011: 40). As presented in Section 1.8 of Chapter 1, he even treats the structure of a 
verb and a preposition as a verb sequence, which shows the complexity of serial verb constructions 
in Vietnamese. 
In another direction, T. C. Nguyen (1975) notices the relation between từ chỉ hướng and the 
elements coming before and after them. He chooses to use the terms quan hệ từ ‘relation word’, 
which was proposed by V. C. Truong and H. L. Nguyen (1963) to identify both prepositions and 
conjunctions. He argues that in a construction like verb + x + noun, x behaves as a connecting 
element and that whether it forms a constituent with the verb or the noun (or both) depends on the 
semantics of the verbs involved. As can be seen, T. C. Nguyen does not divide từ chỉ hướng into 
separate categories, prepositions and conjunctions, but only emphasises their roles as a function 
word.   
T. B. Duong (1971) might be the first researcher who gave từ chỉ hướng different names 
according to their different functions. He claims that từ chỉ hướng can act as a preposition or a 
particle based on the presence or absence of an object. That is, when the object of a preposition is 
not expressed, the preposition automatically becomes a particle (see L. Nguyen, 1990: 14). T. Q. 
Nguyen (2002) is in agreement on the role of objects in her study on action verbs in Vietnamese, 
and emphasises the properties related to the semantic and grammatical relations between a verb and 
its objects (2002: 90). Using theory from functional grammar about the valency of verbs and 
semantic roles, T. Q. Nguyen pays attention to the different senses and functions of từ chỉ hướng in 
their combination with different types of verbs. Consider the representation of ra ‘go out’ in the 
following sentences. 
 
(2.14) a. Hun   khói   là  nó  sẽ  ra 
   fumigate smoke  COP 3S ADV exit 
   ‘If (we) smoke (the cave), (the rat) will go out’ 
 
 
 
62
 49 
b. Con  chuột   ngạt   thở  phải  chui  ra 
    CL mouse  suffocate breath must creep out 
    ‘The rat was suffocating from the smoke then it went out’ 
 
c. Nó     ra   bờ  sông 
    3S  go out  bank river 
   ‘He went to the riverbank’  
 
  d. Nó  đi  ra     sân 
      3S go out to    yard 
      ‘He went to the yard’  
(T. Q. Nguyen, 2002: 111-113) 
 
T. Q. Nguyen contends that sentences like (2.14a, b) express a directional motion and the sense of 
direction is preserved no matter whether ra is used as a verb in (2.14a) or an adverb in (2.14b). In 
(2.14c), ra is used as an intransitive verb with a target object. In (2.14d), since the motion verb (đi 
‘go’) itself does not clearly show the target of the motion, ra indicates the senses of both direction 
and destination. These example T. Q. Nguyen explains, give information about the direction (above, 
below, inside, outside…) of the target in relation to the subject prior to the subject’s movement. 
Therefore, sentence (2.14d) expresses the movement of a subject towards the yard (target) which is 
located ‘in the outside’ in comparison with the subject’s position (2002: 113). The function of ra in 
this sentence is argued to be a case marker of the following noun. This is also, according to T. Q. 
Nguyen, the function of prepositions (2002: 116). Furthermore, when considering the system of 
‘operators’ marking the goal and/or destination of verbs, T. Q. Nguyen confirms that these target 
operators are derived from verbs and they perform many different functions. Those functions are 
verbs, directional adverbs and target operators (2002: 187-188).  
Using the terms ‘motion vectors’ to indicate từ chỉ hướng, Brown (1999) agrees that từ chỉ 
hướng are lexemes that exhibit a ‘wide range of meanings and syntactic functions’ (1999: 16-17). 
She states that ‘words denoting directed motion in Vietnamese – the motion vectors – are in fact 
verbs of motion under grammaticalisation’ (1999: 158). This process leads to the fact that 
Vietnamese motion vectors not only ‘display a wide range of syntactic function’ but also ‘have 
acquired varied senses in addition to their inherent basic meanings’ (1999: 158). To support this 
point, she demonstrates the grammaticalisation of motion vectors into prepositions and adverbs 
(which she calls particles) and shows the semantic extension of these words when acting as adverbs 
and prepositions. Brown might be the first researcher who describes the process of the 
grammaticalisation of path verbs into adverbs and prepositions in Vietnamese. For example, she 
sums up the semantics of ra ‘go out’ after grammaticalisation as: (i) ‘to move or change location 
from an enclosed/ narrow/ dark place to an open/ broad/ bright place’ if it is a verb, (ii) ‘provides 
concrete spatial direction and metaphorical orientation’ if it is a preposition, and (iii) ‘shows 
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accomplishment, achievement, inchoative, and completive aspects’ if it is a particle (adverb) (1999: 
116). Below are some examples retrieved from Brown’s study with her own glosses. 
 
(2.15)   a. Em    ra   ngồi  đây  với  chị 
     younger.sibling come out sit here with older.sister 
    ‘Little brother, come out and sit here with me’ 
 
b. Theo   một    ước lệ              rất       đáng yêu   đặt        ra       từ  
    following     one     agreed-custom   very    lovely        established     ra [ASP]       from  
    
    ngày                 mới        làm quen         với      nhau… 
    day                   recently            make aquaintance        with    REFL 
   ‘According to a very lovely custom agreed upon ever since they met each other…’ 
 
c. Thằng     con  bò  ra   đất,     ngoài      manh    chiếu  
    CL (male)     childcrawl ra [out to] ground    outside   CL [sheet]   (straw) mat 
   ‘The little boy crawled to the ground, outside the straw mat’ 
         
(Brown, 1999: 112-116) 
 
The argument that those prepositions are results of the grammaticalisation from nouns and verbs is 
also reflected in T. N. Tran (2009)’s study of grammaticalisation in Vietnamese in which she claims 
that the phenomenon of ‘content words’ grammaticalising into ‘function words’ is pervasive in 
Vietnamese. She investigates the grammaticalisation of six nouns, 12 verbs, and four adjectives and 
argues that nouns and verbs will change their functions to be prepositions after grammaticalisation. 
Results of the grammaticalisation from adjectives are adverbs indicating modality, aspect and tense, 
and eight verbs in the group of từ chỉ hướng are adverbs and prepositions. She declares that 
prepositions derived from examined verbs function as a role marker of destination and/or goal and 
time. She also provides a great deal of examples to clarify her statement. Below are some with my 
translation and gloss.  
 
(2.16)  Tôi     nhìn     ra      cửa     hang 
1S    look    PREP. to gate    cave 
‘I looked to the gate of the cave’ 
 
(2.17)  Cô      sực         tỉnh         vội  chạy  xuống   nhà 
lady     sudden    awake     hurry run PREP. to house 
‘She was suddenly of sound mind and was (in a) hurry to go downstairs’ 
 
(2.18) Chiều chiều    mẹ        vẫn  dắt  những  đứa  cháu                 của  mình   
afternoon  mother      still lead ART CL grandchildren    of PRO 
 
ra   sông        tắm  rửa 
PREP. to river       bath wash 
    ‘In every afternoon (my) mother leads her grandchildren to the river to have a bath’                          
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(2.19) Họ  nói  chuyện    với   nhau   đến   khuya 
3P speak story     with  each other PREP. until late at night 
‘They talked to each other until late’ 
(T. N. Tran, 2009: 223-226) 
 
A noticeable argument about từ chỉ hướng concerning functional perspectives is that after the 
grammaticalisation of verbs into prepositions, the two functions co-exist, such that a given form 
may be a verb in some contexts and a preposition in others (X. H. Cao, 2001: 395). According to X. 
H. Cao, ‘stress/ intonation’ is the tool to test whether a given word in a sentence is a verb or a 
preposition. This test will be considered closely in Chapter 3 but it is worth noting here that the 
differences of stress/ intonation between verbs and prepositions have been proposed as evidence to 
confirm these two items as different grammatical categories in Vietnamese. 
Another notable study on the syntactic function of từ chỉ hướng in which từ chỉ hướng can 
function as a preposition is that of Clark (1975). In her study, Clark employed the term coverbs, 
which was invented by Mandarin teachers to indicate an item that comes with verbs and can be 
translated into preposition in English when they taught English to their students, to analyse 
‘coverbs’ in Vietnamese in order to claim that coverbs in Vietnamese are actually prepositions. She 
says: 
 
In the Vietnamese language, there is a set of words which can occur as main verbs in a 
sentence but can also, in other sentences, occur in an exocentric construction with a noun 
phrase, seeming to have a prepositional function in the construction.  
        (Clark, 1975: 1) 
 
Clark applies the theory of case grammar to investigate the function of từ chỉ hướng. She aims to 
answer the question whether coverbs should be categorised as verbs or prepositions (1975: 1). Clark 
is also one of the scholars who advocate for the grammaticalisation of từ chỉ hướng into 
prepositions in Vietnamese. According to Clark, ‘the derivation of coverbs from verbs is a stage in a 
general historical process in which certain kinds of verbs become prepositions’ (1975: 3). Clark 
sees ‘case’ as part of universal grammar and claims that coverbs are case-marking prepositions. She 
examines ‘locative coverbs’ to prove they are prepositions, and argues that the analysis of coverbs 
as case-marking prepositions gives ‘reasons for their classification as prepositions and 
demonstrating the relationship between the verbal and prepositional functions of those locative 
words’ (1975: 162). According to Clark, prepositions exist in the following sentences.   
 
(2.20) Lan   chạy  vào   vườn 
Lan  run (go) into garden 
‘Lan ran into the garden’ 
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(2.21) Lan   nhìn  vào  cửa sổ 
Lan  look into window 
‘Lan looked into the window’ 
 
(2.22) Bác  Hải  gởi  đồ  lên   Đà Lạt 
uncle Hai send thing (go) up Dalat 
‘Old Hai sent the things to Dalat’ 
 
(2.23) Tôi  nghĩ  đến  cô ấy  nhiều 
I think to she much 
‘I think of her a lot’  
 
(2.24) Lan  đi  vào  tháng   năm 
Lan go in month  five 
‘Lan is going in May’ 
        (Clark, 1975: 164-168) 
 
According to Clark, ‘locative coverbs’ can occur with objective, locative or time meanings, as in the 
cases marked by vào, lên and đến in the above sentences. Sentences (2.20-2.22) denote locative 
while sentence (2.23) presents objective and sentence (2.24) expresses time.  
In my view, Clark’s study has contributed to the understanding of path verbs and prepositions 
derived from path verbs in Vietnamese with explanations matching the understanding of 
Vietnamese people. Her specific analysis to claim vào, lên and đến as prepositions in these 
sentences, therefore, will be presented in Chapter 3 to strengthen the idea of that Vietnamese 
prepositions derived from path verbs are not just a latter component in a serial verb construction. 
Similarly, some of the arguments by other scholars will be used to discuss the characteristics of 
prepositions derived from path verbs in Vietnamese.  
The last treatment of từ chỉ hướng is that they are quan hệ từ ‘relation word’. This term 
covers both prepositions and conjunctions, on the basis that prepositions and conjunctions belong to 
a single ‘grammatical category’ because they both have a linking function. This solution appears in 
grammatical textbooks or dictionaries (e.g., V. Đ. Đinh, 1986; Q. B. Diep and V. T. Hoang, 1991; 
B. Le, 1996; P. Hoang, 2003). However, when researchers want to refer to a semantic role which is 
marked by a specific preposition, but is not a function of conjunctions, the term quan hệ từ can be 
misleading. In my view, the terms prepositions and conjunctions, therefore, need to be used so that 
the two categories can be distinguished when necessary. This use of terms such as quan hệ từ has 
led to the inconsistency in the claimed status of prepositions (and conjunctions) and the discrepant 
use of the terminology. A researcher who agreed to use the term quan hệ từ ‘relation words’ for 
both prepositions and conjunctions even admitted that this term is just a trick to dismiss the 
problem, not to solve it (Q. B. Diep, 1989).  
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In contrast, the difference between prepositions and conjunctions, as well as the 
characteristics of prepositions in grammar and semantics, have been addressed to a greater or lesser 
degree by studies applying theories of functional grammar and cognitive semantics to study 
prepositions in Vietnamese (X. H. Cao 1998, 2005; N. N. Du, 2001; T. Q. Nguyen 2002; T. C. 
Nguyen, 2003; T. T. Ly, 2005). Prepositions have been claimed to have the function of marking 
semantic roles, which makes them different from conjunctions. However, the status of prepositions 
as a grammatical category in Vietnamese has yet to be universally embraced.  
Previous examinations of từ chỉ hướng from functional perspectives have aimed to assert that 
prepositions are a distinct grammatical category, but have in my view been prevented from fully 
succeeding in this ambition due to the lack of a standard set of criteria for distinct grammatical 
categories. The present study will therefore seek to demonstrate that prepositions in Vietnamese are 
a distinct grammatical category by doing a series of tests in Chapter 3.  
 
2.4 Studies from cognitive perspectives 
Though cognitive studies make up only a small section of studies on từ chỉ hướng, as the theory of 
cognitive linguistics is still comparatively new in Vietnamese linguistics, those of T.T. Ly (2005), 
Đ. D. Nguyen (2005), and V. H. Nguyen (2015) have made significant contributions to the 
understanding and explanation of từ chỉ hướng in Vietnamese.  
T. T. Ly (2005) in his well-known study about cognitive linguistics and its application in 
Vietnamese has examined từ chỉ hướng. Focusing on the spatial cognition in Vietnamese in 
comparison with Indo-European languages such as French, Russian and English, he aims to reveal 
the differences in the ways Vietnamese people conceptualise reality and express it in language. He 
claims that Vietnamese people prefer to use motion verbs or spatial prepositions which can give 
detailed descriptions about spatial orientation rather than neutral verbs and prepositions, i.e. đi ‘go’, 
tới ‘to’, ở ‘at’, tại ‘at’ (2005: 181).  
In his study, T. T. Ly uses pictures to illustrate the spatial cognition of Vietnamese people. In 
case of từ chỉ hướng, he reveals the way in which a space such as a house, a sub-quarter, or a city 
and Vietnam the country itself is mapped by examining the usage of ra ‘go out’, vào ‘go in’, lên ‘go 
up’, xuống ‘go down’, sang ‘across’, and qua ‘through’ as examples for spatial orientation. He also 
tries to map the spatial cognition in a specific space such as a soccer field or a chess board, which 
leads to a specific usage or an idiomatic expression in Vietnamese. He concludes that spatial 
characteristics are described specifically and subjectively in Vietnamese, and that the subjective 
symbols reflected in từ chỉ hướng have been constructed based on the perceptiveness of Vietnamese 
people, as well as their knowledge of geography, history and culture (2005: 149, 215). In fact, if not 
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equipped with an understanding about these factors, it is very hard for learners of Vietnamese to 
explain the usage of ra ‘go out’, vào ‘go in’, lên ‘go up’, xuống ‘go down’ in the following 
expressions:  
 
(2.25) a. từ       Hà Nội  vào   Huế      
    PREP. from  Hanoi  PREP. (in) to Hue 
   ‘from Hanoi to Hue’  
 
b. từ    Sài Gòn  ra   Huế     
    PREP. from  Saigon  PREP. (out) to Hue 
   ‘from Saigon to Hue’  
 
c. (từ    Hà Nội)  xuống    Nam Định   
    PREP. from  Hanoi‘  PREP. (down) to  Namdinh 
   ‘(from Hanoi) go to Namdinh’ 
 
d. Cầu thủ  A  đang  dắt   bóng  lên   
    player A ADV dribble  ball ADV. up 
    ‘The player A is dribbling the ball’  
 
e. Cầu thủ  B  đang  xuống   bóng  rất  nhanh  
    player B ADV V. dribble ball very fast 
   ‘The player B is dribbling the ball very fast’  
 
f. lên    pháo 
   V. take a move castle     
   ‘take a move with a castle’         
(T. T. Ly, 2005: 209-214) 
 
As we can see in the expressions (2.25a-d), English needs only one preposition to express the path 
of movement, whereas Vietnamese needs four due to the understanding of the direction ‘south’ and 
‘north’. Expressions in (2.25d-e) represent the division of a soccer field into two parts in which 
dribbling a ball from the centre to the part of the opponent is xuống while shooting a ball from our 
part to make an attack to the opponent’s part is lên. The usage of lên in (2.25f), talking about a 
Chinese chess game, can be explained in the same way. In my view, T. T. Ly’s examination of the 
way Vietnamese people conceptualise the spatial relation expressed by path verbs and giới từ không 
gian ‘spatial prepositions’ is convincing.   
Đ. D. Nguyen (2005) examines spatial prepositions with an argument that there are linguistic 
phenomena which can be explained based on human’s awareness of basic spatial divisions in the 
physical world. This awareness is reflected in language via basic words indicating location such as 
trong ‘inside’, ngoài ‘outside’, trên ‘above’, dưới ‘under’, trước ‘front’, and sau ‘behind’ and 
words expressing directional motion such as ra ‘go out’, vào ‘go in’, lên ‘go up’, and xuống ‘go 
down’. Đ. D. Nguyen argues that these basic words have subsequently gone through the processes 
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of semantic change and metaphor. For example, vào ‘go in’ originally indicates geometrical space 
in an expression like đi vào nhà ‘go into the house’ but describes abstract space in the expressions 
like thi vào đại học [lit. take an exam-go in-university] ‘take an entrance exam to have a slot in the 
university’. That is, the university is conceptualised as a goal location in which a motion expressed 
by vào is moving towards, thus ACHIEVING A GOAL IS REACHING A LOCATION. Second, a spatial 
relation becomes a temporal relation as in the expression vào mùa mưa ‘in rainy season’, Chúng ta 
sắp bước vào thiên niên kỷ thứ ba ‘We are going to enter the third millennium’, which denote the 
MOVING EGO metaphor for time.  
Đ. D. Nguyen also emphasises the role of perspective in utterance because the viewpoint of a 
narrator/ a speaker will govern the choice of using a specific preposition. From his position, the 
speaker will identify the relationship between him and other objects, or between the different 
objects. For example, provided an object is in a high position (in relation to the position of the 
subject or another reference object), Vietnamese people will assert it as trên ‘above’, and vice versa, 
as dưới ‘under’. To demonstrate this point, he compares the difference in Vietnamese and English 
by giving the following examples: 
 
(2.26) a. trên trời     in the sky 
 b. trên giường     in bed 
 c. trên cây     on the tree 
 d. trên mặt đất     on the ground 
 e. Quạt treo trên trần    There is a fan on the ceiling 
 f. Chúng ta đang bay (bên) trên mây  We were flying over the clouds 
 g. Cờ bay phấp phới trên đầu chúng tôi The flags waved above our head 
h. dưới đất     on the ground 
 i. dưới nước     in the water 
         (Đ. D. Nguyen, 2005: 46) 
As is seen, there is only one word trên ‘above’/ dưới ‘under’ to express a high/ low position in 
Vietnamese compared to various expressions in English. According to T. T. Ly (2005), this is the 
representative of an ‘innocent view’ of the spatial realisation of Vietnamese people in the sense that 
they focus on the ‘logic’ of things as they exist (2005: 151). For example, to describe a situation in 
which a linguist wants to put his book on the table, we say Ông để sách lên bàn ‘He put the book 
(up) on the table’ if the linguist is sitting in an armchair, which means his hand (and the book) is 
lower than (the surface of) the table. Otherwise, we say Ông để sách xuống bàn ‘He put the book 
(down) on the table’ if he is standing, and therefore his hand (and the book) is higher than the table 
(2005: 146).  
Following closely on this approach, V. H. Nguyen (2015) applies it specifically to the 
semantics of ra ‘go out’ and vào ‘go in’ in Vietnamese, opining that the presentation of the different 
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senses of ra ‘go out’ and vào ‘go in’ in P. Hoang’s dictionary (2010) does not show the reflection of 
spatial sense which is the basis of the new meanings of these polysemous words. He suggests that 
previous studies neither demonstrate the semantic extension of ra ‘go out’ and vào ‘go in’ nor 
explain why it happens. Therefore, he aims to point out the basis of the semantic extension of ra ‘go 
out’ and vào ‘go in’ based on the theory of embodiment. That is, a transformation from a bodily 
experience to conceptual experience. For example, the spatial experience of vào ‘go in’ as a 
movement (from a wide) to a narrow place gives rise to the conceptualisation of standstill, 
expressed in the sentences such as Vấn đề bản quyền Ngoại hạng Anh đi vào ngõ cụt ‘The 
discussion on the copyright of broadcasting The Premier League has reached an impasse’. V. H. 
Nguyen concludes that the bodily experiences provide the image-schematic structure for mapping 
the conceptual metaphors, which have been used ‘unconsciously’ in daily life.  
Although studies from cognitive perspectives make up only a small proportion of từ chỉ hướng 
studies, they have laid the groundwork for a more thorough investigation of từ chỉ hướng as well as 
path verbs and prepositions derived from path verbs in Vietnamese. These studies are particularly 
concerned about the metaphorical senses of từ chỉ hướng and apply the method of cognitive linguistics 
in investigating the metaphorical extension of từ chỉ hướng.  
 
2.5 The present study in the field  
In this chapter, the study has briefly reviewed opinions and proposed classificatory solutions 
regarding từ chỉ hướng, the term used to refer to path verbs and grammatical categories derived 
from path verbs. These have included studies examining từ chỉ hướng from semantic, functional 
and cognitive perspectives.   
Studies from semantic perspectives do not set themselves the task of defining từ chỉ hướng in 
different grammatical categories but pay more attention to examining the different senses of từ chỉ 
hướng when they occur in different positions in sentences. For example, từ chỉ hướng, if occurring 
after verbs, may lose their spatial sense to indicate non-spatial meanings such as results and 
subjective evaluation (e.g., L. Nguyen, 1977, 1990; V. Đ. Đinh et al. 1981).  The study of the 
semantics of path verbs is concerned to differentiate path verbs from other parts of speech, mainly 
adverbs (e.g., L. Nguyen, 1977, 1990; Q. N. Ha, 1991). However, there has not been a semantically 
oriented study focusing specifically on the relationship between path verbs and prepositions because 
prepositions are rarely mentioned in these studies. 
Regarding these, studies from cognitive perspectives postulate their existence in Vietnamese, 
referring to them as ‘spatial prepositions’ (e.g., T. T. Ly, 2005; Đ. D. Nguyen, 2005). Since these 
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studies focus on the spatial conceptualisation and spatial metaphor, they do not enter into the 
argument of whether prepositions are a grammatical category in Vietnamese.  
Studies from functional perspectives display a complication in opinions and solutions with 
respect to từ chỉ hướng in the function of path verbs and in other functions. The central problem is 
how to identify the function of từ chỉ hướng when they come after verbs. So far, từ chỉ hướng are 
considered as a complement of verbs which cover the function of adverbs, particles and modifiers. 
Moreover, từ chỉ hướng are suggested to be a second verb in a serial verb construction, a quan hệ từ 
‘relation word’ or a preposition.  
Based on results of the previous studies, the present study is concerned with từ chỉ hướng as 
verbs and prepositions from semantic, functional and cognitive perspectives. Towards this aim, I 
differentiate verbs and prepositions with a series of tests (Chapter 3). On the basis of these tests, the 
dissertation will follow Clark (1975), Brown (1999), X. H. Cao (2001), T. Q. Nguyen (2002), and 
T. N. Tran (2009) in claiming that prepositions are a distinct grammatical category in Vietnamese 
through grammatical and phonetic tests which contribute to a better theoretical understanding of 
Vietnamese prepositions. I then go on to describe the semantic networks of verbs and prepositions 
to find their related senses, as well as the extensions between these grammatical categories. The 
polysemy network of verbs is investigated to figure out how linked the senses of verbs are, literally 
and metaphorically, and how preserved the prepositions are before their extensions. This is an 
examination of the polysemy of từ chỉ hướng, and an investigation of metaphors that generate the 
extensions of metaphorical senses of verbs and prepositions, using the tool of cognitive semantics.  
Before these other aims can be attempted, it is necessary to establish criteria to distinguish 
path verbs and other grammatical categories, or, in other words, criteria for confirming that 
prepositions derived from path verbs are a grammatical category in Vietnamese. This is the focus of 
the next chapter.  
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Chapter 3     Prepositions – a grammatical category in Vietnamese  
3.1 Introduction 
Chapter 2 has given a brief demonstration of the fact that prepositions are believed to exist in 
Vietnamese (in the cases of tại ‘in’, từ ‘from’, với ‘with’, and quanh ‘around’). Most of Vietnamese 
prepositions are also argued to be the result of the grammaticalisation from nouns and verbs (e.g., 
Brown, 1999; X.H. Cao, 2001; T. N. Tran, 2009). Nevertheless, a complication arises in regards to 
prepositions having corresponding path verb functions. There is hesitation to claim that prepositions 
originating from path verbs are real prepositions. Rather, prepositions derived from path verbs are 
commonly considered as directional adverbs or the second verbs indicating direction in a serial verb 
construction.  
Although the issue of how prepositions can be confirmed as a distinct grammatical category 
has not been resolved in previous research, the status of prepositions as a grammatical category in 
Vietnamese is becoming more widely acknowledged among linguists (e.g., Brown, 1999; X. H. 
Cao, 2001; N. N. Du, 2001; T.Q. Nguyen, 2002; T. N. Tran, 2009). The only shortcoming of these 
considerable studies is that a set of criteria to distinguish prepositions from other parts of speech 
closely related to them has not been successfully advanced. 
So, what makes prepositions different from adverbs and second verbs in serial verb 
constructions? In this chapter the aim is to answer this question by discussing the typical 
characteristics of prepositions as well as applying some recognised tests to check the status of 
prepositions as a grammatical category in Vietnamese. I confirm the constituency of prepositional 
phrases by applying the test of deletion, topicalisation, and coordination. Also, the difference in 
phonetic properties between prepositions and verbs is examined using the test of stress/ duration. 
 
3.2 The constituency of prepositional phrases 
As mentioned in Chapter 1, prepositions are often defined by their role as the head of a 
prepositional phrase. Trask (1999) states that the major property of prepositions is to combine with 
a following phrase to form a larger syntactic unit, that is, a prepositional phrase (1999: 245). 
Similarly, Crystal (2003) denotes prepositional phrases as a single constituent of structure since 
they are the result of the combination of a preposition with a noun phrase (2003: 368). This property 
of prepositions is the criterion which distinguishes prepositions from adverbs. Adverbs, as generally 
defined, are a grammatical category whose function is to modify verbs or adjectives to contribute 
additional meaning. Examples of adverbs can be found in English expressions such as He lay down 
72
 59 
and fell asleep, in which down is an adverb. In I was walking down the street, however, down is a 
preposition. 
In her study of prepositions in Vietnamese, Clark (1975) gives the definitions of verbs, 
adverbs and prepositions, and clearly shows that the constituency of prepositional phrases can help 
differentiate adverbs and prepositions. Her definitions are as follows:  
   
Adverb: a lexical category which is the syntactic attribute of a verb, a non-obligatory sister 
element of the verb. 
 
Preposition: the word that occurs in exocentric construction with a noun phrase, forming a 
prepositional phrase, and which marks the case form of the prepositional phrase.  
 
          (Clark, 1975: 23) 
Regarding the confusion over the function of an element coming after a main verb of a sentence, 
Clark also states: ‘[P]articles which modify the direction or positional relationship of the verb but 
do not form a construction with an immediately following noun phrase are not prepositions’ (1975: 
23). She illustrates this statement by providing the sentence Nó chạy lên [lit. he run upward] ‘He ran 
up’ and claims that lên is an adverb, not a preposition.  
In my view, to solve the problem of whether prepositions exist in Vietnamese, especially 
prepositions derived from path verbs, it is necessary to be concerned with the constituency of 
prepositional phrases. This helps differentiate prepositions from adverbs, and prepositions from 
second verbs in a serial verb construction. In the following subsections, the study applies the tests of 
deletion, topicalisation, and coordination to check this property.  
 
3.2.1 Deletion test 
The deletion (also known as the omission) test is one of the tests to check the constituency of a 
word sequence in a sentence. According to Börjars and Burridge (2001), if a sequence of words can 
be omitted, it does form a constituent. In case the sequence of words cannot be omitted, it is 
because one or more parts of the string is obligatory. Therefore, if we delete that part, the result is 
an ungrammatical sentence (2001: 33). In Section 1.2 of Chapter 1, by examining a variety of 
definitions of prepositions, I have argued that prepositional phrases are a constituent unit of a 
preposition and its object. Therefore, if a given word in a sentence is a doubtful preposition, it 
cannot be omitted. The fact that prepositional phrases are a constituent unit, whereas adverbs are a 
non-obligatory modifier of a verb, has a consequence that an adverb can be omitted without 
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affecting the grammaticality of sentences whereas a preposition cannot. The following sentences in 
English and Vietnamese illustrate this. 
 
(3.1) He lay (down) and fell asleep 
(3.2) He went (out) into the garden 
(3.3) Anh   ấy  ngồi  (xuống)    và      bắt đầu  đọc  báo 
young man that sit      down        and     start  read newspaper 
‘He sat (down) and started reading newspaper’  
 
In (3.1) and (3.2), down and out are presented in brackets, indicating that they can be omitted. The 
same holds for xuống ‘down’ in (3.3). It is, however, unacceptable to delete prepositions in similar 
contexts. The following example demonstrates this.  
 
(3.4) a. Chúng tôi  đưa  mẹ       về          quê  
    1P  take mother      return/ back to   hometown 
    ‘We brought our mother to hometown’ 
 
 b. * Chúng tôi    đưa     mẹ         quê 4 
        1P      give    mother     hometown 
       ‘We gave our mother hometown’ 
 
As can be seen, the presence of về is compulsory otherwise the sentence is incorrect. Sentence 
(3.4b) sounds absurd and unacceptable because quê ‘hometown’ is not a ‘thing’ that we can give to 
someone as in Chúng tôi đưa mẹ thức ăn ‘We gave our mother food’. Quê ‘hometown’ is an 
indirect object of đưa ‘take’, and an answer for the question ‘where we take our mother to’. It 
requires a preposition to make a prepositional phrase acting as an adverbial of place for this 
sentence. This fact enables the argument that về is a preposition in this sentence and the presence of 
the preposition in the sentence is obligatory.  
The constituency of prepositional phrases as a unit is even clearer in the case when both 
prepositions and adverbs co-exist in sentences. Consider the following examples in English. 
 
(3.5) a. He lay down in bed and fell asleep 
b. He lay in bed and fell asleep 
c. He lay down and fell asleep 
d. * He lay down bed and fell asleep 
 
In (3.5a), down is an adverb and in is a preposition. In (3.5b), the particle down is omitted while in 
(3.5c) the prepositional phrase in bed is absent. Sentences (3.5a-c) show the fact that the 
                                               
4 The asterisks indicate that the sentences are grammatically unacceptable  
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prepositional phrase in bed, regardless of being present or absent, always occurs as a unit consisting 
of a preposition and a noun. When this constituency is violated as in sentence (3.5d), with the 
absence of the preposition in, the sentence is ungrammatical.   
The constituency of prepositional phrases can be explained in terms of the necessity of 
prepositions to introduce a case role (space, time, means, etc.) assigned to a following noun. Thus, 
they tend to form a constituent with nouns. Adverbs, as they are not followed by any noun, tend to 
be attached to verbs to form multi-word verbs (as in the case of phrasal verbs in English), although 
their presence is not always obligatory, as shown in sentences (3.1-3.3). The necessity to have a 
noun phrase to form prepositional phrases has the consequence that an examined word is not a 
preposition if lacking an adjunct noun phrase, and an absence of prepositions makes sentences 
ungrammatical.  
In Vietnamese, there are some cases in which the absence of a preposition in a prepositional 
phrase is semantically acceptable. A preposition can be deleted once there is an obvious semantic 
relation between a noun and its adjunct as in (3.6), a place that is specific for an action takes place 
as in (3.7), or the means for implementing an action as in (3.8), as presented below. 
 
(3.6) Mẹ  (của)  tôi     vẫn     khoẻ     
      mother    of 1S   still    well 
 ‘My mother is still well’ 
 
(3.7) Trời   này  nằm  (trên)  chiếu   là  mát  nhất  
weather this lie on bamboo mat COR cool best 
‘Lying on a bamboo mat in this (hot) weather is the best’  
 
(3.8) Món    này   phải    ăn    (bằng)   đũa     
      food    this   must    eat    with       chopstick 
      ‘This dish must be eaten with chopsticks’ 
 
In (3.6) the possession is too clear to require a preposition between mẹ ‘mother’ and tôi ‘I’; clearly, 
the reference to a ‘mother’ followed by the first-person pronoun indicates the speaker’s mother. 
When this obvious inference is taken into account, the noun phrase has a meaning similar to that of 
my mother in English. Similarly, nằm chiếu ‘lie on bamboo mat’ in (3.7) indicates a specific place 
that is suitable for the action ‘lying’ and there is no need to use a preposition to connect the words. 
In (3.8), the expression ăn đũa ‘eat (with) chopsticks’ has an idiomatic use due to the fact that its 
meaning is not deducible from those of the individual words. The words ăn đũa do not indicate the 
objects of the action ‘eating’ but specify the specific means of eating. Thus, ăn đũa should be 
interpreted as ‘take the chopsticks to eat’ rather than *‘eat the chopsticks’; the idiomatic meaning 
must simply be memorised.  
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Expressions without prepositions like ăn đũa and nằm chiếu are quite popular in Vietnamese. 
Similar patterns can be listed such as nằm nhà [lit. lay house] ‘stay at home’, ngồi ghế [lit. sit chair] 
‘sit on chair’, and tắm biển [lit. bath sea] ‘swim in the sea’, etc. In these instances, prepositions 
indicating place are removed without affecting the meaning of the whole expressions. Instead, the 
absence of prepositions indicates an idiomatic meaning. 
Attempts to prove that prepositional phrases are a constituent unit have been made in 
Vietnamese linguistics. To check the constituency of prepositional phrases, X. H. Cao (2001) 
suggests using the test proposed by Jakhontov (1965), which is also applied by V. T. Huynh (1997) 
to examine modal verbs in Vietnamese. He describes the test as follows: 
 
Để xác định đâu là trung tâm, đâu là phụ ngữ trong một ngữ đoạn phụ kết, ta thử đặt một câu 
hỏi như thế nào mà người nghe có thể trả lời trực tiếp bằng chính ngữ đoạn đang xét: từ (hay 
ngữ đoạn) nào trực tiếp đáp ứng với từ (hay ngữ đoạn) nghi vấn của câu hỏi đấy chính là phụ 
ngữ lệ thuộc vào trung tâm của ngữ đoạn đang xét, và trung tâm chính là cái yếu tố không 
thể thay bằng từ hay ngữ nghi vấn ấy (Huỳnh Văn Thông, 1997). 
         
‘To identify what is the head and what is the modifier of a subordinated phrase, we will try 
to make a question which the listeners are able to answer directly, using the phrase which is 
being examined. Any word (or phrase) that is an answer to the question word (or phrase) of 
the question is the modifier which is dependent on the head of the examined phrase, and the 
head is the element that cannot be replaced by the question word (or phrase)’ (V. T. Huynh, 
1997).  
(X. H. Cao, 2001: 373) 
The following are some of the instances presented by X. H. Cao to test the validity of Jakhontov’s 
test. 
 
(3.9)  a. Em     bé   nhìn  vào  đâu? 
     young sister/brother small  look at where 
     ‘Where did the small girl/boy look at?’  
 
 b. Em     bé   nhìn  vào  bức    vẽ   
    young sister/brother small  look at     CL     draw 
   ‘The small girl/boy looked at the painting’ 
 
(3.10)  a. Cô    ấy  rắc   hạt  tiêu   lên  cái gì? 
     young lady  that sprinkle CL black pepper on what? 
     ‘What did she sprinkle the black pepper on?’  
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 b. Cô    ấy  rắc   hạt  tiêu   lên  lát  thịt  
     young lady  that sprinkle CL black pepper  on CL meat 
    ‘She sprinkled the black pepper on the meat’  
 
(X. H. Cao, 2001: 396) 
Answering for the question vào đâu ‘at where’ in (3.9a) is the prepositional phrase vào bức vẽ ‘at 
the painting’ in (3.9b). Similarly, the question lên cái gì ‘on what’ in (3.10a) is answered by the 
corresponding prepositional phrase lên lát thịt ‘on the meat’ in (3.10b). The prepositions vào ‘at’ 
and lên ‘on’ govern the painting and the meat, giving these words the status of the head of these 
phrases. Thus, Jakhontov’s test helps examine the head and the modifier in a subordinated phrase, 
as well as illustrating the constituency of prepositional phrases as a unit. That means, corresponding 
to a prepositional phrase in an interrogative sentence is also a prepositional phrase in its answer. We 
can again test the constituency of prepositional phrases by taking out the prepositions in the above 
sentences to see what happens after that. 
 
(3.11) a. ? Em    bé   nhìn   đâu? 5 
      young sister/brother small  look  where 
     ‘The small girl/boy look where?’  
 
 b.  Em     bé   nhìn  bức    vẽ   
    young sister/brother small  look CL     draw 
   ‘The small girl/boy looked (at) the painting’ 
 
(3.12)  a. * Cô   ấy  rắc   hạt  tiêu   cái gì? 
     young lady  that sprinkle CL black pepper what? 
     ‘She sprinkled the black pepper what?’  
 
 b. * Cô   ấy  rắc   hạt  tiêu   lát  thịt  
     young lady  that sprinkle CL black pepper  CL meat 
    ‘She sprinkled the black pepper the meat’  
 
The question in (3.11a) is unnatural in Vietnamese. If we want to make the question to be 
compatible with the answer, the what question should be used instead. That is, Em bé nhìn cái gì? 
‘What did the small girl/ boy look at?’ In sentence (3.11a), though it is not a good choice to have a 
lack of a preposition preceding the noun, it is somewhat acceptable compared to the unacceptable 
sentences in (3.12a, b), which are ungrammatical due to the absence of prepositions.  
The consistency of prepositional phrases rejects wrong treatment related to grammatical 
categories. For example, some researchers consider prepositions of goal in Vietnamese as 
directional adverbs modifying the main verb of sentences, which is not correct. X. H. Cao (2001) 
                                               
5 The question marks indicate that the native speakers are unsure about the acceptability.  
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cites two instances from the study of K. T. Nguyen (1963) in which the author considered ra ‘go 
out’ as an adverbial of direction in both the following sentences.  
 
(3.13) K. T. Nguyen (1963)  
a. Chạy  ra  chạy  vào  
    run    out  run  in 
    ‘Go out go in’ 
 
b. Chạy  ra   đường  
    run (out)    into  street 
   ‘Go out into street’ 
         (X. H. Cao, 2001: 395) 
         
As ra itself always expresses the direction of an action from inside to outside, that might be the 
reason K. T. Nguyen does not differentiate the distinct functions of ra in sentences (3.13a) and 
(3.13b). He claims that ra in both sentences are adverbs indicating the direction of the main verbs. 
Thus, he comes to the conclusion that an appropriate formula for these cases is [(chạy ra) + đường] 
‘[(run out) + street]’, in which ra is a directional adverb and đường ‘street’ is an object.  
However, T. Q. Nguyen (2002) claims that the formula proposed by K. T. Nguyen is illogical 
and ungrammatical, and that K. T. Nguyen did not notice that ra can express the sense of direction 
as well as the sense of destination. She suggests that the right formula should be [chạy + (ra 
đường)] ‘[run + (into road)]’ in which ra is a preposition of goal, by examining the semantics of 
xuống ‘down’ and its relation with verbs. She argues that there are words for which the sense of 
downwards direction is the intrinsic meaning, such as đổ ‘pour’, trút ‘pour’, giẫm ‘step’, rơi ‘fall’. 
Logically, the appropriate adverb that goes with these words should be xuống ‘down’ to be 
compatible with the downwards direction expressed by verbs. Consider T. Q. Nguyen’s examples in 
the following: 
 
(3.14) a. Viên  gạch  rơi  xuống 
    CL  brick fall down 
    ‘The brick fell down’  
 
b. Viên  gạch  rơi  xuống       đầu       nó 
    CL  brick fall down      head 3S 
    ‘The brick fell on his/her head’ 
 
(3.15) a. # Viên  gạch  rơi  lên 6 
       CL  brick fall up 
       ‘The brick fell up’  
 
                                               
6 The hashtags indicate that the sentences are semantically unacceptable.  
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b. Viên  gạch  rơi  lên  đầu  nó 
     CL  brick fall up head 3S 
    ‘The brick fell on his/her head’  
 
(3.16) a. # Viên  gạch  rơi  vào 
       CL    brick fall into 
       ‘The brick fell in’  
 
b. Viên  gạch  rơi  vào  đầu  nó 
     CL  brick fall on head 3S 
     ‘The brick fell on his/her head’  
(T. Q. Nguyen, 2002: 115) 
In (3.14a), without the presence of a noun phrase, xuống ‘down’ functions as an adverb clarifying 
the downwards direction of the verb. Conversely, xuống ‘down’ in sentence (3.14b) should be 
treated as a preposition due to the presence of a noun as an object. Therefore, if we insist that the 
function of xuống ‘down’ in (3.14) is only an adverb indicating the direction of the main verb, then 
we cannot explain why the sentences in (3.15a) and (3.16a) are unacceptable but the sentences in 
(3.15b) and (3.16b) are accepted.  
 The expression in (3.15a) is ungrammatical because the direction expressed by the main verb 
in this sentence is obviously downwards, and therefore lên ‘up’ cannot be an adverb specifying the 
direction of the main verb. This situation turns out to be grammatical if there is an object after lên as 
in (3.15b), showing that lên is functioning as a preposition. The expression in (3.16a) is 
unacceptable because it lacks the context to know where the brick will fall into. In (3.16b), as it is 
followed by a noun phrase functioning as the goal of motion, the sentence is grammatical.  
Through her analysis, T. Q. Nguyen questions whether it is correct to consider lên ‘up’ in the 
above sentences to be adverbs instead of prepositions. I agree that the presence of đầu ‘head’ 
functioning as a goal of motion gives lên ‘up’ the capability of functioning as a preposition in 
(3.14b), (3.15b) and (3.16b). The only difference between these sentences is that in (3.14b) xuống 
‘down’ marks direction and goal at the same time. Whereas, lên ‘up’ in (3.15b) and vào ‘into’ in 
(3.16b) can only function as goal markers because these words do not modify the direction of the 
main verbs (T. Q. Nguyen, 2002: 110-116).   
These facts have shown the correctness of the formula [verb + (preposition + object)], 
enabling us to claim that ra in sentence (3.13a) is an adverb and ra in sentence (3.13b) is a 
preposition. The reason K. T. Nguyen treats ra as directional adverbs in both of the two sentences is 
simply that he focuses on the sense of direction of ra but pays less attention to the presence of a 
following noun phrase which is the goal of motion. However, there are many cases in Vietnamese 
in which the choice of using a preposition does not depend on the meaning of verbs but on the way 
speakers conceptualise the landmark. T. Q. Nguyen proves this fact by providing examples to show 
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that in comparison to lên ‘up/on’ and vào ‘into’, xuống ‘down’ is not preferred to combine with 
verbs which have the sense of a downwards direction.  
 
(3.17) a.? Nó     rưới   nước  mắm   xuống   bát  cơm   
     3S    sprinkle  water  salted fish down  bowl rice 
     ‘He sprinkled fish sauce on the bowl of rice’  
 
b.  Nó     rưới   nước  mắm   lên  dĩa  bánh  bèo 
     3S    sprinkle water salted fish up plate cake water-fern 
     ‘He sprinkled fish sauce on the plate of fern-shaped cake’  
 
c.   Nó    rưới   nước  mắm   vào  bát  cơm 
3S    sprinkle  water salted fish into bowl rice 
‘He sprinkled fish sauce into the bowl of rice’ 
 
(3.18) a.   Nó  rắc   hạt  tiêu   lên  miếng    bít tết 
      3S sprinkle  CL pepper  up CL   beefsteak  
      ‘He sprinkled peppers on the beefsteak’ 
 
b.   Nó  rắc   hạt  tiêu   vào   miếng    bít tết 
      3S sprinkle CL pepper  into/on  CL   beefsteak 
      ‘He sprinkled peppers on the beefsteak’  
         (T. Q. Nguyen, 2002: 115) 
 
Sentence (3.17a) with xuống ‘down’ is not preferable compared with sentence (3.17c) having vào 
‘into’, and neither is it with sentence (3.17b) having lên ‘on’. In (3.18), xuống ‘down’ is not even 
chosen by speakers because using it in this case is unnatural. This fact shows that the choice of 
using xuống ‘down’ to indicate the downward direction for a verb is not always salient. I argue that 
in (3.17) and (3.18), the speakers pay more attention to the goal than the direction of the action, 
which results in the choice of vào ‘into’ and lên ‘on’ instead of xuống ‘down’. Furthermore, 
choosing vào ‘into’ and lên ‘on’ is reasonable with regards to the properties of the landmarks. That 
is, vào ‘into’ is suitable to introduce a container like a bowl and lên ‘on’ is more favourable for 
denoting a flat surface like a plate.   
In my opinion, T. Q. Nguyen’s arguments support the constituency of prepositional phrases, 
and are convincing enough to reject K. T. Nguyen (1963)’s resolution when he homogenises 
adverbial ra and prepositional ra in sentences (3.13a) and (3.13b). In addition, it is hard to consider 
ra in (3.13b) as an adverb based on the deletion test. Without ra, the sentence would be * chạy 
đường ‘lit. run road’ which is nonsensical. Note that chạy can be combined with some noun phrases 
to form idioms such as chạy chức ‘lit. run position’ ‘do improper things to get a high position’, chạy 
quyền ‘lit. run authority’ ‘do improper things to get power and influence’, chạy trường ‘lit. run 
school’ ‘do improper things to get into a good school’. Obviously, non-idiomatic * chạy đường is 
different from these cases. Thus, only if the constituency of prepositional phrases is agreed to be 
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one of the criteria for distinguishing prepositions from adverbs, we can confirm that ra in (3.13a) 
and ra in (3.13b) are of different grammatical categories.  
Feist’s (2016) study about the conflation of path and manner in the verb can be used here to 
give one more confirmation of the constituency of prepositional phrases. She mentions Grice’s 
(1975) argument that speakers can be expected to make their utterances as informative as is 
required, but need to obey the maxims of quantity, of quality, and of relation and manner. Thus, 
Feist claims that the choice of which conceptual element to encode in the verb is highly dependent 
on the semantics of the other lexical items in the sentence (the ground). Feist presents a novel 
analysis of the interaction between the conceptual elements encoded by the syntactic frame and 
those encoded by the verb. She identifies three syntactic frames: the bare intransitive frame (I 
walked), the transitive frame (I entered the room), and the intransitive plus prepositional frame (I 
walked into the room). She argues that ‘path is preferentially encoded whenever the ground is (i.e., 
in the intransitive frame (I entered the room) and in the intransitive plus prepositional phrase frame 
(I walked into the room), suggesting a conceptual link between the path and the ground, given that 
the path requires a ground as its substrate. The linkage of path to another element of a motion event 
may increase its salience when either the path or the ground is mentioned in the description (2016: 
595). The ground discussed by Feist is nothing else but the noun phrases after verbs or prepositions. 
I would like to use the following Vietnamese instances to illustrate the validity of Feist’s 
observations. 
 
(3.19) Tôi  vào  phòng 
1S enter room 
‘I went to the room’  
 
(3.20) Tôi  bước  vào  phòng 
1S walk into room 
‘I walked into the room’  
The path is encoded in vào in the two sentences. But vào in (3.19) is a path verb and thus it does not 
need another path to indicate the path of motion to the ground phòng ‘room’. On the contrary, there 
exists together the manner verb bước ‘walk’ and the ground phòng ‘room’ in (3.20), making vào a 
satellite of the manner verb bước ‘walk’, and a compulsory element to encode the path in this 
sentence. Feist concluded that ‘the conceptual link between the ground and path may increase path 
salience when the ground is in focus, upsetting the potential balance in salience between the path 
and manner’ (Feist, 2010: 195). 
Feist (2010)’s opinion is shared by Srichampa (1998) in her paper about the different 
functions of coverbs in Vietnamese, namely the main verb, prepositional coverb, and postverbal 
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directional coverb. Srichampa strongly supports the diagnostic role of noun phrases in relation to 
prepositions, stating ‘I would like to claim that the words can functions as prepositions provided 
that they precede the NP’ (1998: 81). The following are Srichampa’s examples. 
 
(3.21) Họ  nhảy        xuống  sông 
3P jump       into river 
‘They jumped into the river’  
 
(3.22) Con  quay        mặt  vào  tường 
child turn       face into  wall 
‘The child turned his face to the wall’  
        (Srichampa, 1998: 72, 79) 
Srichampa claims that xuống in (3.21) functions as a preposition followed by a noun phrase. 
Similarly, vào in (3.22) is a preposition preceding the noun phrase. If deleted, these two sentences 
express new meanings as follows: 
 
(3.23) Họ  nhảy       sông 
3P jump      river 
‘They suicided (by jumping into the river)’  
 
(3.24) ? Con         quay         mặt     tường 
   child        turn face    wall 
   ‘The child turned the wall to another side’  
As can be seen, (3.23) is totally different from the original (3.21). The expression in (3.24) is 
ambiguous because we do not know whether the child turned his face to the wall or he turned the 
wall to another side. Additionally, (3.24) is unnatural to a native speaker because it is hard to 
imagine a context in which it pragmatically makes sense. This, again, proves that prepositions are 
an inseparable part of a prepositional phrase.  
In structures supposed to be serial verbs such as chạy ra ‘run out’, chạy vào ‘run in’, nhảy lên 
‘jump up’, and bước xuống ‘step down’, there is a combination of a manner verb and a path verb 
denoting the direction of the former. This type of structure matches Aikhenvald’s (2006) 
categorisation of asymmetrical serial verb constructions, in which the second element modifies the 
aspectual, directional, modal, associative, and causative element for the first verb. Noticeably, 
Aikhenvald (2006) mentions that ‘asymmetrical serial verb constructions tend to undergo 
grammaticalisation’ (Bisang, 2009: 807). In my view, this is an important point to support the 
argument that the second verbs in the above structures have undergone grammaticalisation to 
become prepositions.  
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As a serial verb construction indicates a single event, which means the two verbs each 
contribute their partial meanings to form the whole, the semantic relation between them is firmed to 
avoid a deletion of one of them. Since path verbs and prepositions derived from them share the 
same form, it is believed that the latter elements in these above structures are verbs, which means 
their status as a preposition is denied. We need to see if this element can be deleted, or if its 
presence is mandatory. The following instance shows two different cases when the first verb and the 
second verb are deleted one by one.  
 
(3.25) a. Anh   ấy  chạy  ra   vườn     
    older brother    that run out  garden 
   ‘He ran into the garden’  
  
b.  Anh   ấy  ra   vườn  
     older brother that go out  garden 
           ‘He went into the garden’ 
 
 c.  Anh   ấy  chạy 
      older brother that run 
      ‘He ran’ 
 
 d. * Anh   ấy  chạy  vườn 
        older brother that run garden 
       ‘He ran garden’ 
In (3.25b), the first verb chạy ‘run’ has been deleted, leaving the function of expressing action to ra 
‘go out’. This sentence is grammatical, proving that ra in this sentence is a verb. It is a path verb 
indicating not only the motion but also the path of the motion. This sentence, of course, lacks the 
manner of the motion as it has in (3.25a). This does affect the complete meaning of (3.25b) 
compared to (3.25a) but it does not impact the grammaticality. In (3.25c), chạy ‘run’ is the main 
verb but the nominal object is absent, therefore this affects the complete meaning. The situation is 
the opposite in (3.25d) in which the absence of ra has made the sentence totally ungrammatical. 
This sentence still has the verb chạy ‘run’ but by itself alone it cannot make the sentence complete, 
especially as coming after it is the object vườn ‘garden’ which requires a preposition to connect 
them together. The obligatory presence of prepositions in this situation is the basis on which to treat 
ra in (3.25a) as a preposition.  
If two verbs really exist in (3.25a), chạy ‘run’ and ra ‘go out’, we need to examine the 
constituency of a serial verb construction. As can be seen, the defining characteristic of a serial verb 
construction, a sequence of verbs as a single predicate describing what is conceptualised as a single 
event, is broken in (3.25b and c). In these sentences, chạy ‘run’ and ra ‘go out’ can describe 
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different single events. As these sentences no longer contain any sequence of verbs, chạy ra ‘run-go 
out’ is unlikely to be a serial verb construction.  
I now examine some other cases in which a verb in a verb sequence can be omitted to 
compare the difference between chạy ‘run’ and ra ‘go out’ with respect to this ability to be absent. 
Consider the following sentences: 
 
(3.26) a. Ăn  mặc  hợp   thời trang 
    eat wear suitable fashion 
   ‘Dress up fashionably’ 
 
b. Mặc  hợp   thời trang 
    wear suitable fashion 
    ‘Dress up fashionably’ 
 
(3.27) a. Viết   lách  là  một  nghề        
     write dodge COP one career 
    ‘Writing is a career’ 
 
b. Viết   là  một  nghề        
     write COP one career 
    ‘Writing is a career’ 
 
As can be seen, deletion applies to the first verb in (3.26) and the second verb in (3.27). The 
deletion is allowed due to the contexts in (3.26) and (3.27), which include verbs that communicate 
the action on their own and therefore can either include or omit the light verbs. Ăn ‘eat’ and lách 
‘dodge’ are light verbs because they contribute little semantic content. This situation, however, is 
not the same as the case of chạy ra ‘run-go out’ in (3.25). Chạy ‘run’ is obviously the main verb but 
ra ‘go out’ is not light, evidenced by its ability to function as the main verb in (3.25b), as well as its 
compulsory inclusion in (3.25d). Thus, one verb in a verb sequence such as ăn mặc ‘eat-wear’ or 
viết lách ‘write-dogde’ can be deleted if it is the light verb. However, in a real serial verb 
construction, there is no verb that can be light. In the sentence (3.25b), chạy ‘run’ can be deleted 
even though it is not light, whereas ra ‘go out’, which seems to be light, is mandatory. This 
inconsistency questions the validity of chạy ra ‘run-go out’ as a serial verb construction.    
The way I see it, sentences in (3.25) illustrate the multi-syntactic functions of a linguistic 
element in Vietnamese. When there is no other verb in the sentence as in (3.25b), ra is a path verb 
indicating the path of motion. In the case when there is another verb as in (3.25a), usually a manner 
verb, it no longer functions as a path verb but behaves as a preposition.  
Another test that can help differentiate prepositional phrases and serial verb constructions, and 
therefore distinguishes prepositions and latter verbal elements in a verb sequence, is the 
topicalisation test, presented below.  
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3.2.2 Topicalisation test 
Börjars and Burridge (2001) argue that ‘constituents behave distributionally as a single unit of 
structure’, and therefore, they may have ‘the ability to appear in a variety of sentence positions’. 
According to Börjars and Burridge, movement is another type of constituent test in which fronting is 
the important movement rule (2001: 26). If a string of words is a constituent unit, it is supposed to 
have the ability to move to the front of sentences.  
In this study, I use the term topicalisation to indicate the process which moves an element 
interpreted as a topic to the front of sentences. This term is chosen based on the fact that in 
Vietnamese, almost all phrasal types can be topicalised. Consider the following sentences. 
 
(3.28) Những     cuộc  vui  ấy,  chị   còn  nhớ   rành rành 
 ART      CL  fun DET young lady ADV remember  clear 
 ‘Those joys she still remembers clearly’   
           (T. T. Ngô) 
 
(3.29) Hiện   ra   bóng  những  nhịp  cầu  sắt  uốn  cong  
 appear  ADV. out image ART span bridge  steel curl curved 
 ‘Appeared the image of curved spans of the bridge’  
           (Đ. T. Nguyễn) 
 
(3.30) Xanh om  cổ thụ    tròn xoe  tán 
 green  century-old tree round  canopy 
 ‘Verdant is the century-old tree with round canopies’  
           (T. T. Ngô) 
 
(3.31) Sẽ sàng,  chị   Dậu  nhắc  nó  ra   cạnh  vại  nước 
 gently  older sister Dau lift 3S PREP. to side jar water 
 ‘Gently, Ms Dau lifted it to the side of the jar of water’  
           (T. T. Ngô) 
           
                 (T. L. Đinh, 1994: 111-116) 
(3.32) Trên   trời  mây  trắng  như  bông  
 PREP. on sky cloud white like cotton 
 ‘In the sky, the clouds are as white as cotton’  
           (folk song) 
As can be seen, different phrases are topicalised in the above sentences: a noun phrase in (3.28), a 
verb phrase in (3.29), an adjectival phrase in (3.30), an adverbial phrase in (3.31), and a 
prepositional phrase in (3.32). These sentences demonstrate that as long as a string of words is a 
constituent, it is able to be topicalised and appear at the front of sentences.  
In poetic language, the purpose of topicalisation is mainly for its rhetorical effect. Studies of 
topicalisation, often named inversion in Vietnamese, can be found in stylistic textbooks (e.g. T. L. 
Đinh, 1994; T. L. Đinh and T. H. Nguyen, 2004). In T. L. Đinh (1994)’s study, there are three main 
types of inversion in Vietnamese: predicate, object, and adverbial inversion. An example of object 
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inversion can be seen in (3.28), of predicate inversion in (3.29) and (3.30) (notice that verbs and 
adjectives in Vietnamese can act as predicates), and of adverbial inversion in (3.32). Furthermore, 
there are cases in which the inverted structure is mandatory. In existential sentences in Vietnamese, 
the obligated structure is adverbial phrase – verb – subject as this order helps emphasise the 
existence of things within a certain place, demonstrated in the examples below. 
 
(3.33) Từ  đằng  xa  tiến lại  một  cô gái 
from side far V. come one lady 
‘From far away comes a lady’ 
 
(3.34) Giữa     dãy   tường  theo    đường   cái     nổi             lên   cái   cổng  cực  lớn 
            middle    row  wall     along  road      main  V. emerge    up  CL   gate          very  big 
‘In the middle of a long wall along the road emerges a huge gate’ 
            (C. Nam) 
 
If the sentences (3.33) and (3.34) are rearranged as SVO, they are acceptable but they lose their 
emphatic effect. The instances so far have shown the fact that topicalisation is common in 
Vietnamese.  
As discussed in Section 3.2.1, the constituency of prepositional phrases supports the formula 
[verb + (x + noun phrase)] in which x is a preposition. However, the situation gets complicated 
when the position of x is filled by a word having a multi-syntactic function, as shown in various 
examples in Section 3.2.1. In this section, the topicalisation test is applied to check how flexible 
prepositional phrases and serial verb constructions are, if being topicalised.   
 
Generally, the rules of the topicalisation test are formulated as follows: 
 
a. Prepositional phrases can go to the front of sentences 
b. In poetic language, verbs and serial verbs can go to the front of sentences 
c. One verb in a serial verb construction cannot go to the front of sentences 
 
These rules imply the following: 
 
a. If a given word and its nominal object, which together act as an adjunct adverbial, can 
go to the front of sentences, it is considered as a preposition and the whole structure is 
regarded a prepositional phrase.  
b. In poetic language, a single verb can go to the front of the sentence for rhetorical effect. 
Similarly, serial verbs can go to the front of sentences in poetic language similarly to a 
single verb as they are considered as an entire unit expressing a single event.  
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c. One verb and its object in a serial verb cannot go to the front of sentences because this is 
in conflict with the property of serial verbs as a single unit.  
 
The present study examines the validity of each of the above rules to differentiate verbs in verb 
sequences and prepositions, especially focusing on the disputed issue related to prepositions derived 
from path verbs.   
As an adjunct adverbial that modifies an entire clause by providing additional information 
such as time, place, manner, condition, etc., a common position of prepositions is after a verb and 
before a noun as follows: 
 
(3.35) Em bé      bò   quanh    ô tô 
baby      crawl PREP. around  car 
‘The baby crawled around the car’ 
          (Pace, 2009) 
(3.36) Chiếc  xe  đang  chạy  trên   đường  
CL car ADV run PREP. on road 
‘The car is running on the street’  
 
(3.37) Lan  bay  vào   tháng   năm 
Lan  fly PREP. in month  five 
‘Lan is having a flight in May’ 
          (Clark, 1975) 
 
Applying the topicalisation test to the hypothesised preposition phrases, a new structure for these 
sentences is as follows: 
 
(3.38) Quanh   ô tô  em bé      bò 
PREP. around  car baby      crawl 
‘The baby crawled around the car’ 
 
(3.39) Trên   đường  chiếc  xe  đang  chạy 
PREP. on road  CL car ADV run 
‘The car is running on street’  
 
(3.40) Vào   tháng   năm Lan  bay 
PREP. in month  five  Lan  fly 
‘Lan is having a flight in May’ 
 
Noticeably, quanh ‘around’ does not have any corresponding verbal function that could lead to any 
doubt over its status as a preposition. It is a true and undisputed preposition in Vietnamese. 
Meanwhile, trên ‘on’ can also be a noun meaning ‘a high location’, and ‘superior’ in another context, 
and vào ‘in’ can function as a verb expressing the sense of ‘going into’. However, in the above 
contexts, only the function of prepositions is presented. This situation demonstrates that the ability to 
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be topicalised applies not only to true prepositions but also to phrases headed by prepositions derived 
from nouns and verbs. 
As mentioned above, in poetic language, the inverted sentences create a rhetorical effect, which 
is mostly for emphasis or to retain the rhyme. Consider the following examples in which the normal 
structure SVO is reversed. In other words, the verb phrase or adjectival phrase is topicalised. 
 
(3.41) Rất  đẹp    hình  anh   dưới  nắng   chiều 
 very ADJ. beautiful  image old brother under sunlight afternoon 
 ‘Very beautiful is his image in the afternoon sunlight’ 
           (H. Tố) 
 
(3.42)  Yêu   thương  gì  cái  bà  ấy! 
 V. love  V. love  any DEM lady that 
 ‘That lady does not deserve to be loved/ That lady does not love anyone’ 
 
(3.43) Sinh   ra  cái  mặt  tôi  là   giời 
 V. born out CL face 1S CORP  god 
 ‘Giving me this face is God’ 
           (C. Nam) 
 
(3.44) Đi  chợ,    thằng  này.  Quét       nhà,    thằng  này.  Trông        em,    thằng     kia 
V. go  market   boy  this V. sweep  house  boy   this  V. watch   baby  boy       that 
‘You guy go to market. You sweep house. And you look after the baby’ 
 
As can be seen, the structure in (3.41) and (3.42) is VS, and VOS in the sentences (3.43 – 3.44). 
Sentence (3.41) emphasises the beauty of the man, and sentence (3.43) manifests a subjective 
comment. Similarly, sentence (3.43) stresses the unchangeable features of face while sentence 
(3.44) stresses a command in the form of an imperative sentence. The situation in (3.44) is that the 
speaker is indicating each listener while speaking. The reversed structure VOS seems to be more 
effective compared to the normal order SVO in this case, as the fronted imperative verbs have a 
contrastive function and emphasise that the different tasks are assigned to different addressees. 
These above sentences demonstrate that in poetic language where the normal structure SVO is 
inversed, the rhetorical effect is in focus to bring an impression of rhyme, modality, and emotion (T. 
L. Đinh, 1994; X. H. Cao, [1991] 2004).  
This study has so far demonstrated that topicalisation can apply either to a single verb, a verb 
sequence, a verb and its object, a preposition or a prepositional phrase. All the above instances 
illustrate the validity of Rules 1 and 2, that preposition phrases and verbs can go to the front of 
sentences. Rule 3, that one verb in a serial verb cannot go to the front under the topicalisation test, 
needs more examination. Consider the following original sentence and its variants. 
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(3.45) a. Tôi     sẽ     đi  hỏi  anh   ấy 
    1S    ADV    go ask older brother  that 
    ‘I will ask him’ 
 
b. Đi     hỏi     anh       ấy,     tôi  sẽ 
    go    ask    older brother    that    1S ADV 
    ‘Ask him, I will’ 
    
c.  # Hỏi  anh   ấy,   tôi  sẽ  đi  
         ask older brother that  1S ADV go 
       ‘(To) ask him, I will go’ 
 
(3.46) a. Em     đứng     đợi     anh 
    younger brother/sister stand    wait    older brother 
   ‘I stood waiting for you’ 
 
b. Đứng  đợi  anh,   em  
    stand wait older brother younger brother/sister 
   ‘Stood waiting for you, I’ 
 
c. # Đợi  anh,   em     đứng  
       wait older brother younger brother/sister  stand 
      ‘(While) waiting for you, I stood’ 
 
(3.47) a. Tôi     làm        vỡ   cái  chén 
    1S    make      break CL bowl 
    ‘I broke a bowl’ 
 
b. Làm  vỡ  cái  chén,     tôi 
    make break CL bowl    1S 
    ‘Broke the bowl, I’ 
  
 c. * Vỡ  cái  chén,     tôi  làm   
                   break CL bowl    1S make  
        ‘Breaking a bowl, I made’ 
 
In b-sentences from (3.45) to (3.47), the meanings of these sentences do not change when all the 
verbs are topicalised. This result is consistent with the interpretation that these verbs are serial verb 
constructions. However, they may be just verb sequences because a verb sequence can also go to 
the front of sentences without affecting the meaning of sentences. Thus, it is necessary to test 
whether the series of verbs in the above examples are true serial verb constructions, by attempting 
to topicalise only the second verbs.  
As can be seen, when the second verbs are fronted, the c-sentences express different 
meanings, which are not the meanings that the two verbs denote when they occur together. This 
situation demonstrates that đi hỏi ‘go-ask’, đứng đợi ‘stand-wait’, làm vỡ ‘make-break’ are entire 
units. Noticeably, after the fronting test is applied, sentence (3.47c) is unacceptable because the 
verb làm ‘make’ needs to have another verb after it in the same clause. This situation confirms the 
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property of a single unit of làm vỡ ‘make-break’. The results of topicalisation tests applied to 
sentences (3.45) to (3.47) demonstrate that in cases where there are true serial verb constructions, 
one verb and its object in the structure cannot go to the front of sentences.  
We now apply the topicalisation test to the controversial situation where a manner verb is 
followed by a complement which is originally a path verb. That is, a sentence such as (3.48) is in 
focus to examine whether the function of the latter element is a verb or a preposition. 
 
(3.48)  Cô   ấy  chạy  ra   sân 
 young lady that run go out  yard 
 ‘She ran into the yard’ 
 
Ra in (3.48) has been argued to be a latter verbal element (e.g., K. T. Nguyen, ([1975]1999: 79), 
and a preposition (e.g., Brown, 1999; X. H. Cao, 2001; T. N. Tran, 2009). If chạy ra ‘run-go out’ is 
a serial verb construction, then it and its object should be able to go to the front of sentences for a 
rhetorical purpose, but ra and its object alone should not be able to go to the front of sentences. In 
contrast, if ra is a preposition, then it and its object can be topicalised. However, before applying 
the topicalisation test for sentence (3.48), let us test another sentence where there is a true 
preposition, presented below.  
 
(3.49) Em bé   bò   quanh   ô tô 
baby  to crawl around  car 
‘The baby crawled around the car’ 
          (Pace, 2009: 54) 
Applying the topicalisation test for sentence (3.49), we have at least the following sentences: 
 
(3.50) Ô tô,     em bé  bò   quanh 
car    baby  crawl  around 
‘The car, the baby crawled around’ 
 
(3.51) Bò     quanh  ô tô,  em bé 
crawl    around car baby 
‘Crawled around the car, the baby’ 
 
(3.52) Bò,   em bé,  quanh   ô tô 
crawl  baby  around  car 
‘Crawled, the baby, around the car’ 
 
(3.53) Quanh  ô tô,   em bé  bò 
around  car  baby  crawl 
‘Around the car, the baby crawled’ 
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In sentence (3.50), the noun phrase ô tô ‘car’ is topicalised. In (3.51), it is the verb phrase bò quanh 
ô tô ‘crawled around the car’ which is fronted. In (3.52), only the verb bò ‘crawled’ is moved to the 
front. In (3.53), topicalisation is applied to the prepositional phrase quanh ô tô ‘around the car’. In 
these variants, there is only one clause in the sentences and the meanings of the sentences do not 
change after each element is topicalised. This result demonstrates that quanh ‘around’ in (3.49) is a 
true preposition.  
If we apply topicalisation to sentence (3.48), then we have the variants as follows. Notice that 
in the following sentences, ra is interpreted semantically on the assumption that it is a verb.  
 
(3.54) Sân,     cô      ấy     chạy       ra 
yard    young lady    that    run      go out 
‘The yard, she ran into’ 
 
(3.55) Chạy      ra   sân,  cô   ấy 
run     go out yard young lady that 
‘Ran into the yard, she’ 
 
(3.56) Chạy,     cô      ấy     ra   sân 
run    young lady    that    go out yard 
‘(She) ran, she went into the yard’  
 
(3.57) Ra      sân,       cô      ấy     chạy 
go out     yard      young lady    that    run 
‘(She) went into the yard, (then) she ran (in the yard)’ 
 
(3.58) Ra          (khỏi)  sân,     cô           ấy     chạy 
go out         of  yard    young lady     that    run 
‘(She) went out of the yard, (then) she ran’ 
 
In (3.54), the noun phrase sân ‘yard’ becomes the topic of the sentence. In (3.55), the verb phrase 
chạy ra sân ‘ran into the yard’ is fronted. In this sentence, chạy ra ‘run-go out’ seems to be a single 
unit because both verbs can be topicalised, the sentence has only one clause, and the meaning of 
sentence does not change compared to the original sentence in (3.48). However, after only chạy is 
fronted in (3.56), we have a new sentence which is meaningful, but does not have the same meaning 
as the original one. Most importantly, it has two clauses: she ran, and she entered the yard. 
Similarly, sentence (3.57) expresses that the lady enters the yard then she runs there, while sentence 
(3.58) denotes that the lady exits the yard then she runs. As can be seen, the sentences in (3.56 – 
3.58) contain different clauses, which is entirely incompatible with the properties of monoclausality 
required of serial verb constructions.   
Furthermore, if ra were a latter verb in a serial verb chạy ra ‘run-go out’, it could not go to 
the front alone as stated in Rule 3, but it actually does in the above contexts. Additionally, after ra 
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goes to the front of sentences, chạy ra ‘run-go out’ no longer expresses a single event but two. This 
fact supports the argument that chạy ra ‘run-go out’ is not likely to be a serial verb construction.  
Once chạy ra ‘run-go out’ is recognised as not being a serial verb construction, to what extent 
can we argue that ra is a preposition using the topicalisation test? In the sentences above, ra was 
deliberately interpreted as having its verbal meaning. However, some of those sentences admit to 
multiple interpretations. A second interpretation of (3.48) is shown below.   
 
(3.59) Ra     sân,       cô       ấy     chạy 
into    yard      young lady     that    run 
 ‘Into the yard, she ran’ 
Sentence (3.59) appears to be similar to the sentences in which prepositional phrases are moved to 
the front, as presented in sentences (3.38) to (3.40). However, they are less acceptable to native 
speakers compared to the original structure in which prepositional phrases stand at the end of 
sentences to add some more information about place and time, as demonstrated in (3.35) to (3.37). 
That is, for example, Vietnamese speakers choose the expression Chiếc xe đang chạy trên đường 
‘The car is running on the road’ in which the prepositional phrase stands at the end of sentence, 
instead of Trên đường chiếc xe đang chạy ‘On the road the car is running’ in which the 
prepositional phrase stands in the initial position. This situation is similar in the case of ra in the 
sense that Cô ấy chạy ra sân ‘She ran into the yard’ is more common than Ra sân, cô ấy chạy ‘Into 
the yard, she ran’. I argue that the reversed structure adverbial – subject – verb with a fronted 
prepositional phrase is a marked structure, and it is used only for certain effects related to emphasis. 
The normal position of a prepositional phrase indicating the location or goal of a motion event is at 
the end of sentences. Furthermore, because a subject typically is an ongoing topic, languages prefer 
to have the subject as the first noun phrase in a clause, resulting in the commonness of the structure 
subject – verb – adverbial. Consequently, it is only when we want some special effect that we 
would put a prepositional phrase first in a sentence. 
In my view, it is also possible to explain why a phrase like ra sân ‘into the yard’, although it 
can go to the front of sentences as in (3.59), is not preferred, based on the theory of motion events. 
As presented in Section 1.4, a motion event is conceptualised as a process in which a figure is 
moving along a path towards a given target. A figure moving or located (within a certain manner), a 
ground, and a path are three of five elements (the two others being motion and manner) which 
structure a motion schema known as SOURCE-PATH-GOAL (Gibbs, 2001). The SOURCE-PATH-GOAL 
schema is a different expression of the PATH schema proposed by Johnson (1987). According to 
Johnson, ‘in every case of PATHS there are always the same parts: (1) a source, or starting point, (2) 
a goal, or ending point, and (3) a sequence of contiguous locations connecting the source with the 
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goal’ (1987: 113). Considering paths as ‘routers for moving from one point to another’, Johnson 
illustrates the PATH schema as below, in which ‘A’ represents the SOURCE and ‘B’ the GOAL. 
 
Figure 2. Schema for PATH (Johnson, 1987: 114) 
 
          A               B 
 
               PATH 
 
Although there is no overt SOURCE in sentence (3.48) and its variant (3.59), we conceptualise that 
there must be a source of the movement which is clarified in the prior context. For example, before 
the lady went out to enter the yard, she must be inside a place which is closed, such as a house. 
Sentence (3.48) Cô ấy chạy ra sân ‘She went out to the yard’ should be understood as from inside a 
place she went out to the yard. According to Johnson (1987), a schema like PATH is a gestalt 
structure ‘consisting of parts standing in relations and organised into unified wholes, by means of 
which our experience manifests discernible order’ (1987: xix). The schema SOURCE-PATH-GOAL 
reflects our experience and understanding of motion events, in which the goal is the ending point of 
a movement. This understanding helps explain why we feel sentences like (3.59) are not generally 
used when the prepositional phrase indicating the goal of motion is moved to the front, especially 
when it is not for an emphatic effect.  
In the next sub-section, I test the constituency of prepositional phrase and serial verb 
construction, using the coordination test. This test aims to further confirm the status of prepositional 
phrases in which the heads are prepositions derived from path verbs in Vietnamese.  
 
3.2.3 Coordination test  
The coordination test implies that only constituents (of the same type) can be coordinated using 
conjunction words such as và ‘and’, hoặc ‘or’, nhưng ‘but’, and rồi ‘then’. Since both prepositional 
phrases and serial verb constructions are considered as a constituent unit, they can appear in 
contexts such as the followings: 
 
(3.60) Tôi  sẽ  nói  về   áo  dài  rồi  về   nón  lá 
1S ADV talk PREP. about shirt long CONJ PREP. about hat leaf 
‘I will talk about áo dài then about nón lá’ 
 
(3.61) Họ  đàn    hát  và  nhảy  múa  suốt   đêm  
3P play instrument sing CONJ jump dance through night 
‘They sang and danced overnight’  
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As can be seen, sentence (3.60) contains two prepositional phrases while sentence (3.61) has two 
verb series. Between these constituents are the conjunctions rồi ‘then’ and và ‘and’, respectively. 
The coordination test is applied to check for the possibility of differentiating the constituency of 
prepositional phrases and the combination of two verbs, employing an example provided by Pace 
(2009).  
In her study, Pace (2009) cites a disputed example of Beecher’s (2004) to check the flexibility 
of prepositional phrases and serial verb constructions in phrasing. 
 
(3.62) Tôi  rơi  vào  một  cái  lỗ 
1S fall enter one CL hole 
‘I fall into a hole’ 
          (Pace, 2009: 56) 
According to Pace, ‘it is optional to keep rơi and vào together when ellipsis is used’ and therefore, 
the following sentences are judged as ‘equally grammatical’.  
 
(3.63) Tôi   rơi    vào      một    cái    lỗ,     rồi      rơi    vào      một  cái    lỗ       khác 
I       fall    enter   one    CL    hole   then   fall    to enter/into   one CL    hole   different 
‘I fall into a hole, then fall into another hole’ 
 
(3.64) Tôi  rơi  vào  một  cái    lỗ,      rồi      vào      một   cái    lỗ       khác 
I fall enter one CL    hole    then   to enter/into   one  CL    hole   different 
‘I fall into a hole, then into another hole’ 
          (Pace, 2009: 60) 
 
I argue that these above sentences are equally grammatical, but not semantically equivalent. 
Additionally, it is not optional to keep rơi and vào together. Rather, the presence of vào is required 
because vào helps denote the goal of rơi. The lack of vào in (3.65) makes the sentence 
ungrammatical.  
 
(3.65) * Tôi  rơi     một   cái    lỗ,       rồi      rơi một   cái    lỗ       khác 
    1S V. fall    one  CL     hole    then   V. fall     one  CL    hole   different 
   ‘I fell a hole, then fell another hole’ 
 
In my view, because Pace cannot decide whether vào is a verb or a preposition, her glosses for 
sentences (3.63) and (3.64), especially sentence (3.64), are confusing. In fact, vào in (3.64) can only 
denote the meaning as illustrated in the translation if it functions as a preposition. If it behaves as a 
verb, the meaning is different. Compare the following sentences. 
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(3.66) Tôi    rơi        vào       một    cái    lỗ,      rồi      vào             một   cái    lỗ       khác 
1S      V. fall   PREP. into   one    CL    hole    then   PREP. into   one  CL    hole   different 
‘I fell into a hole, then into another hole’ 
 
(3.67)  Tôi    rơi        vào        một    cái    lỗ,       rồi      vào          một   cái    lỗ       khác 
 1S      V. fall   V.  enter    one     CL     hole    then    V. enter   one  CL    hole   different 
 ‘I fell into a hole, then entered another hole’ 
 
Sentences (3.66) is grammatical and meaningful. Most importantly, it shows that vào một cái lỗ 
‘into a hole’ is a constituent, a prepositional phrase. Whereas, rơi vào in (3.67) is not a constituent 
because vào can be a part of a verb phrase, it is the head of the verb phrase, after being coordinated. 
Additionally, if we assert that vào in (3.67) is a verb, then verbs of each clause are asymmetric: rơi 
vào versus vào. This is in conflict to the rule of the coordination test which applies only to 
constituents having the same type. Therefore, the right expressions for the state of affairs ‘I fell into 
a hole, then another hole’ is either (3.66) or (3.68), whereas the right expression for the state of 
affairs ‘I entered a hole, then another hole’ is (3.69), presented below. 
 
(3.68) Tôi   rơi        vào      một   cái    lỗ,    rồi      rơi        vào            một   cái    lỗ       khác 
1S     V. fall   PREP. into  one    CL    hole  then   V. fall   PREP. into  one   CL    hole   different 
‘I fell into a hole, then fell into another hole’ 
 
(3.69) Tôi    vào    một    cái    lỗ,        rồi      vào          một   cái    lỗ       khác 
1S      V.  enter    one  CL     hole    then    V. enter   one  CL    hole   different 
 ‘I entered a hole, then entered another hole’ 
 
Through the coordination test, we can confirm that sentences (3.66), (3.68) and (3.69) have 
different constituent units. In (3.66), vào một cái lỗ ‘into a hole’ is a prepositional phrase. In (3.68), 
rơi vào một cái lỗ ‘fall into a hole’ is a verb phrase and the prepositional phrase vào một cái lỗ ‘into 
a hole’ is its object. In (3.69), vào một cái lỗ ‘enter a hole’ is a verb phrase in which vào is the main 
verb. The coordination test, therefore, has proved that vào in (3.62) is a preposition.  
Another way to prove a structure such as rơi vào is not a construction of two verbs ‘fall’ and 
‘go in’, but rather two adjacent items, the verb ‘fall’ and the preposition ‘into’ is presented in 
Section 3.3, which follows. In this section, I will focus on the difference in phonetic properties 
between prepositions and verbs to prove prepositions derived from path verbs can be distinguished 
from serial verb constructions, and that prepositions are a distinct grammatical category in 
Vietnamese.  
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3.3 Difference in duration between verbs and prepositions  
3.3.1 Trọng âm ngữ đoạn ‘phrasal stress’ 
Trọng âm ngữ đoạn is the term proposed by X. H. Cao (2001) in his paper on stress and 
grammatical relations in Vietnamese. At the beginning of the paper, he presents this concept as 
follows:  
 
Trong câu nói tiếng Việt có sự tương phản giữa các tiếng (các âm tiết) kế tiếp nhau, về độ 
dài, độ mạnh và tính trọn vẹn của đường nét thanh điệu. Sự tương phản này không có tác 
dụng trực tiếp phân biệt các tiếng (hay các ‘từ’) về nghĩa, mà có tác dụng đánh dấu chỗ phân 
giới ngữ đoạn và góp phần xác định quan hệ kết hợp giữa các tiếng. Ta gọi sự tương phản đó 
là sự đối lập về trọng âm’.  
 
‘In Vietnamese sentences, there is a contrast in the length, intensity and the completion of 
tone between juxtaposed syllabemes (syllables and/or words). This contrast does not have a 
direct effect on distinguishing word meanings but works on marking the boundary of phrases 
and identifying the syntagmatic relationship between words. We call this contrast stress 
opposition’. 
          (X. H. Cao, 2001: 137) 
X. H. Cao demonstrated the ability of marking the boundary of phrases and identifying the 
syntagmatic relationship of stress in Vietnamese by the following instances. Note that the stressed 
words and syllabemes are marked as [1] while the unstressed words and syllabemes are labelled as 
[0].  
 
(3.70) Lan   //    đi     mua     cá //   mí     lị  khế      //  về  nấu  canh // 
[1    0    0    1      0    0 1  0 0 1] 
Lan    go    buy    fish      and             starfruit to cook soup 
‘Lan went to buy fishes and green starfruits to cook soup’ 
           
(X. H. Cao, 2001: 138) 
 
As can be seen, the above sentence is considered to have four phrases and the syllabeme at the end 
of each phrase is stressed. This means Vietnamese people tend to pronounce Lan, cá ‘fish’, khế 
‘starfruit’ and canh ‘soup’ longer and stronger than the other syllabemes in the sentence. These 
stressed elements are functioning as the ending point of phrases and indicate the syntagmatic 
relationship between phrases. Each phrase with an ending point bearing stress seems to coincide 
with a functional unit.  Lan is the subject, đi mua cá ‘go buy fish’ includes the predicate, mí lị khế 
‘and starfruit’ is a coordinated phrase connecting to cá ‘fish’ by the conjunction mí lị ‘and’, để nấu 
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canh ‘to cook soup’ is a subordinated phrase heading by the preposition để ‘to’ indicating the 
purpose.  
Examples for the function of trọng âm ngữ đoạn are the following:  
 
(3.71)   [11]     [01] 
nhà  cửa     nhà  máy    
       house door    house machine 
        ‘house’     ‘factory’ 
(accommodation in general)  (a kind of house) 
 
 
 
(3.72)  [11]     [01] 
bút  mực    bút  mực 
        pen ink    pen ink 
        ‘pen’ (stationary in general)  ‘pen which requires an ink-pot to fill in’ 
 
         (X. H. Cao, 2001: 146) 
 
In (3.71), the stress pattern [11] is used to mark a coordinated phrase while [01] is used for 
displaying a subordinated phrase. The situation is the same in (3.72). The only difference is that in 
(3.72) the two different models can help distinguish the syntagmatic relationship of phrases having 
the otherwise identical forms. Overall, model [11] refers to the property of ‘collective’ while model 
[01] indicates the property ‘definite’. Without stress, it is difficult to distinguish these expressions.  
Since serial verb construction is a type of phrase in the sense that it is the construction of at 
least two components that together form a constituent, trọng âm ngữ đoạn can be used to test the 
relationship between the elements in the construction. Thus, we can distinguish two types of the 
grammatical relation in a serial verb construction, namely a coordinated and subordinated relation 
as follows.  
 
3.3.1.1 Coordinated relation  
A phrase is called coordinated if it grammatically represents an equal relation between the 
components. This property is phonetically presented by the occurrence of stress in two components 
of each structure, as demonstrated in the following. 
 
(3.73)   [11]     
tìm kiếm  ‘find’    ‘find-find’ 
thay đổi  ‘change’   ‘change-change’ 
chạy nhảy  ‘run’ (in general)  ‘run-jump’  
mong chờ  ‘wait’ (in general)  ‘hope-wait’ 
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(3.74)  [11] 
nói năng  ‘speak’    ‘speak-frequent’  
viết lách  ‘write’    ‘write-dodge’ 
ăn mặc  ‘wear’    ‘eat-wear’ 
ăn nói   ‘speak’   ‘eat-speak’ 
ăn ở   ‘live as husband and wife’   ‘eat-live’ 
As can be seen, components in a coordinated phrase could be nearly synonymous such as tìm kiếm 
‘find-find’ and thay đổi ‘change-change’ or very close in meaning such as chạy nhảy ‘run-jump’ 
and mong chờ ‘hope-wait’. Noticeably, the meaning of a coordinated phrase is ‘synthetic’ in the 
sense that one element cannot be the representative for the entire structure, but each element 
contributes to the formation of a new meaning. For instance, the meaning of the serial verb đợi chờ 
‘wait-wait’ is ‘action’, which is very different from the meaning ‘thing’ of sông nước ‘river-water’, 
a serial noun, and also different from the meaning ‘characteristic’ of may rủi ‘luck-bad luck’, an 
adjective series.  
There is a small difference in the meaning relation between components of the group in (3.73) 
and those of the group in (3.74). In (3.73), the meaning of each component is grouped to form the 
meaning of the whole word. The meaning of each still exists but the usage of the constitution 
eliminates the possibility that they can be used separately. For example, the meanings of chạy ‘run’ 
and nhảy ‘jump’ in chạy nhảy are still retained but the meaning of chạy nhảy is not a compositional 
combination of chạy + nhảy. It should be interpreted as an expression of an action constituted by 
the manners ‘run’ and ‘jump’. Consider the following examples: 
 
(3.75) a. Robot  chạy  nhảy  giống   hệt  con người  gây  sốt 
    bobot run jump similar  exact human  cause fever 
    ‘A robot which can move like humans attracts a lot of attention’ 
 
b. Robot  chạy  giống   hệt  con người  gây  sốt 
    Robot  run similar  exact human  cause  fever 
    ‘A robot which can run like humans attracts a lot of attention’ 
 
c. Robot  nhảy  giống   hệt  con người  gây  sốt 
    Robot jump similar  exact human  cause fever 
    ‘A robot which can jump like humans attracts a lot of attention’    
  (vnexpress.net) 
In (3.75b and c), chạy and nhảy are used as single verbs expressing the meaning of ‘run’ and ‘jump’ 
independently. When it comes to (3.75a), chạy and nhảy no longer indicate the manner of running 
and jumping explicitly. Rather, they demonstrate an action that can be understood as ‘moving’. And 
thus, the meaning of chạy and nhảy are subsumed in this general.  
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On the other hand, the group in (3.74) is testament to the prominence of one component over 
the other. One component more or less determines the meaning of the entire expression. The 
remaining component might lose most of its meaning, or retain a trace of meaning, but is clearly 
less relevant to the ultimate meaning than the other component. In other words, they function as a 
light verb. Consider the following example.  
 
(3.76)  Nó  ăn  nói     chẳng  lễ phép  gì cả 
 3S eat speak    not  polite  at all 
  ‘He did not speak politely at all’ 
 
In structure ăn nói ‘speak’, ăn ‘eat’ does not lose its sense but its presence here is like an assistant, 
leaving the prominence to nói ‘speak’. The interesting thing here is the role of the component ăn 
‘eat’ and why it occurs quite frequently in such combinations with elements indicating ‘behaviour’ 
such as speaking, living, wearing, etc. So far, there have been studies trying to explain this 
phenomenon in Vietnamese (Đ. D. Nguyen, 2010; N. T. Tran, 2011). Most emphasise the cultural 
elements that are attached to a country like Vietnam which still has its roots in an agricultural 
economy and culture. For example, N. T. Tran (2011) states that Vietnamese people overrate the 
importance of eating, which, for Vietnamese people, comes before many other activities. In 
language, this is illustrated through a variety of words in which ăn ‘eat’ comes first such as ăn uống 
‘drink’, ăn ở ‘live’ ‘behave’, ăn mặc ‘wear’, ăn nói ‘speak’, ăn chơi ‘play’, ăn học ‘study’, ăn tiêu 
‘spend (money), ăn ngủ ‘sleep’, ăn nằm ‘make love’, ăn cắp ‘steal’, ăn trộm ‘burgle’, etc. Focusing 
more on grammar and semantics, Đ. D. Nguyen (2010) argues that when ăn ‘eat’ goes with another 
verb, the role of ăn ‘eat’ and X-verbs are similar, and those structures express a general X. For 
example, ăn chơi ‘play’ indicates wild oats, ăn ở ‘live’ ‘behave’ indicates behaviour in life, and ăn 
nằm ‘lie down’ mainly demonstrates having sexual intercourse. Overall, compound verbs having ăn 
‘eat’ mostly bear a new abstract meaning specifying ‘behaviour’.  
Since a light verb contributes little semantic content, and its presence in a serial verb 
construction is not compulsary, it can be omitted. The following examples show some cases in 
which the first or second verb can be taken out of the whole structure without a drastic change in 
meaning.  
 
(3.77) a. Ăn      mặc       hợp  thời trang 
    eat     wear      suitable fashion 
        ‘Dress up fashionably’  
 
b. Mặc       hợp  thời trang 
    wear      suitable fashion 
   ‘Dress up fashionably’ 
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c. # Ăn       hợp  thời trang 
     eat       suitable fashion 
    ‘Eat fashionably’ 
 
(3.78) a. Viết   lách  là  một  nghề        
     write dodge COP one career 
    ‘Writing is a career’ 
 
b. Viết   là  một  nghề        
     write COP one career 
    ‘Writing is a career’ 
 
c. # Lách  là  một  nghề        
       dodge COP one career 
     ‘Dodg is a career’ 
       
As can be seen, deletion is acceptable for the first verb in (3.77) and the second verb in (3.78). It is 
possible to delete light verbs whereas an absence of main verbs makes sentences ungrammatical. In 
Section 3.2.1, I have argued the significant role of the second element in structures such as chạy ra 
‘run out’, bước vào ‘walk in’, nhảy lên ‘jump up’, and ngồi xuống ‘sit down’ based on their 
compulsory presence in the sentences. Thus, a sentence such as (3.79c) is unacceptable and 
ungrammatical without the presence of this element. Though others have labelled this element a 
verb, I argue that the necessity for its presence is evidence that it is a preposition.  
 
(3.79) a. Chị   ấy  chạy  ra  đường  
    young lady that run out road 
   ‘She ran into the road’  
 
b. Chị   ấy  ra   đường 
    young lady that go out  road 
   ‘She went into the road’ 
 
c. * Chị   ấy  chạy  đường 
       young lady that run road 
      ‘She ran the road’ 
 
If ra is a light verb, it cannot function as a main verb in sentence (3.79b). In addition, sentence 
(3.79c) is ungrammatical without ra, showing that ra plays an important role in this sentence. In 
contrast, as chạy ‘run’ expresses a basic action of a human being, it is odd to consider it as a light 
verb even though it can be omitted in (3.79b). Thus, it is insufficient to consider that ra is a light 
verb in (3.79) and therefore, the stress model [11] is unsuitable to describe chạy ra ‘run-go out’. As 
a result, further examination is needed to see if chạy ra ‘run-go out’ can be a subordinated phrase, 
and model [10] is appropriate for this structure.   
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3.3.1.2 Subordinated relation 
When one verb is subordinate to the other, the head verb determines the general meaning of the 
sequence, and the subordinate verb merely makes it more specific. This property is phonetically 
presented by the presence of stress only in the secondary word. Consider the following 
demonstration:  
 
(3.80)   [01] 
 a.    nói khó ‘expatiate on one’s difficulties’ ‘speak-difficult’ 
  nói kháy ‘tease’ ‘pinprick’    ‘speak-tease’ 
  nói khoác ‘boast’     ‘speak-boast’ 
  nói ngọt ‘use honey word’   ‘speak-sweet’ 
  nói đùa ‘tell a joke’    ‘speak-joke’  
 
 
b.  đi làm  ‘go to work’    ‘go-work’ 
đi học  ‘go to study’    ‘go-study’ 
đi trốn  ‘hide’     ‘go-hide’  
đi tìm  ‘seek’     ‘go-seek’ 
đi chơi  ‘go out for entertainment purpose’ ‘go-play’ 
đi hỏi  ‘ask’     ‘go-ask’  
 
According to Brown (1999), expressions like those in (3.80) are used idiomatically. In my view, 
they become fixed phrases or collocations in the sense that they are established as headwords in the 
dictionary. Expressions in (3.80b) are not located in a dictionary yet but their idiomatic structures 
enable them to become fixed at some level. Noticeably, the second components of expressions in 
(3.80) are all stressed. This is to concretise different manners of speaking in (3.80a) and different 
purposes of ‘going’ in (3.80b).  
We now examine the presence of stress in expressions having controversial words: ra ‘go 
out’, vào ‘go in’, lên ‘go up’, and xuống ‘go down’. Consider the following expressions with ra. 
 
(3.81)  a.  ra dáng ‘look’ ‘seem’    go-out + posture 
  ra mắt  ‘introduce/ present oneself to’ go-out + eye 
  ra người ‘be worthy’    go-out + person 
 
          (Brown, 1999: 52) 
 
b.  chạy ra ‘run out’    ‘run-go out’ 
 nhảy ra ‘jump out’    ‘jump-go out’ 
 bò ra  ‘crawl out’    ‘crawl-go out’ 
 bước ra ‘walk out’    ‘walk-go out’ 
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c.  chạy ra ‘run out’    ‘run-go out’ 
chạy vào ‘run in’    ‘run-go in’ 
chạy lên ‘run up’    ‘run-go up’ 
chạy xuống ‘run down’    ‘run-go down’  
 
In (3.81a), expressions with ra are used idiomatically. The meanings of these idioms can be 
interpreted as a development until a given period or state. These expressions are similar to those in 
(3.80), in that they express a subordinated relation with stress model [01].  
The matter of concern is that which stress model is appropriate for the expressions in (3.81b) 
and (3.81c). Note that these expressions neither stay as headwords in the dictionary nor or are 
considered as having an idiomatic use. Thus, they are unlikely to have stress model [01] like those 
in (3.80) and (3.81a). Furthermore, having a composition of manner and path, it is odd that a 
manner such as chạy ‘run’ is unstressed while its path such as ‘out’ is stressed. Therefore, it is hard 
to treat them as having a subordinated relation with stress model [01].  
With stress model [11], all the elements are stressed. If that is the case, the expressions in 
(3.81b) and (3.81c) look like serial verb constructions. Since they are not fixed phrases with 
idiomatic meanings that are consistent across contexts, they occur only in specific contexts where 
their particular meanings are appropriate. Thus, it is unreasonable to examine their stresses within 
these minor contexts, to do so, a larger phrase or a sentence in which they can interact with other 
elements is preferable. Furthermore, as stress is a phonetic unit, there is the need for a spoken test in 
the sense that stress can be analysed based on real data recorded from selected speakers. This is 
what the next section of the study is concerned with.   
 
3.3.2 Duration test 
3.3.2.1 Introduction 
As mentioned in Section 3.2.1, X. H. Cao (2001) has proposed stress as a tool to identify the 
grammatical relation of phrases’ components. In this paper, he also states an argument as follows: 
 
‘[…] có những tiếng có thể tự mình làm thành một ngữ đoạn và nhờ đó mà có trọng âm, lại 
có những tiếng bao giờ cũng đi trước một tiếng khác trong ngữ đoạn, không thể tự mình làm 
thành một ngữ đoạn (nghĩa là tự mình đảm đương một chức năng cú pháp) hoặc kết thúc một 
ngữ đoạn và do đó không bao giờ có trọng âm’.  
 
‘[…] there are morphemes that can constitute a phrase or end a phrase and are therefore 
stressed. However, there are morphemes that always precede another one in a phrase. They 
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cannot form a phrase by themselves (with a grammatical function) or end a phrase and 
therefore never get stressed’. 
(X. H. Cao, 2001: 140) 
According to X. H. Cao, stressed morphemes that can constitute a phrase or end a phrase are 
content words. Syllabemes that do not have these capabilities and that are unstressed are function 
words. Thus, stress can help distinguish nouns and verbs from prepositions, in Vietnamese, 
especially prepositions derived from path verbs or locative nouns (2001: 140). He examines a 
minimal pair of two otherwise identical sentences that we can interpret in two ways, claiming that a 
distinction between them depends on how they are stressed. Consider stressed cho ‘give’ (and its 
object) marked by model [11] and unstressed cho ‘for’ (and its object) marked by model [01] in the 
sentences below.  
 
(3.82) Lấy  tiền   cho  bạn    [11] 
get  money  give  friend 
‘Get money and give it to friends’ 
 
(3.83) Lấy  tiền   cho  bạn    [01] 
get  money  for friend 
‘Get money for friends’ (help friends get money) 
 
          (X. H. Cao, 2011: 140) 
 
In (3.82), cho ‘give’ is a verb specifying the meaning of ‘giving something to someone’. In (3.83), 
cho ‘for’ is a preposition marking the beneficiary of the action lấy tiền ‘get money’. Only the 
difference in stress causes the difference in meaning between these sentences. This enables us to 
make an argument on the difference in grammatical function between cho in the two sentences. 
Similarly, below are examples for the difference between nouns and prepositions historically 
derived from nouns. Stress is the factor that sets apart the two grammatical categories.  
 
(3.84)  a. Ngồi     dưới          đất       [11] 
    sit     N. under       ground 
   ‘Sit underneath the ground’ (may be a tunnel or a trench) 
 
 b. Ngồi    dưới         đất       [01]  
    sit     PREP. on ground 
    ‘Sit on the ground’ 
 
In (3.84a), because of being stressed, dưới acts as a content word, a noun. In (3.84b), dưới is a 
preposition due to its being unstressed.  
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Similarly, the difference in stress can help differentiate nominal ngoài and prepositional ngoài 
in (3.85) as follows: 
 
(3.85) a. Nhảy   ra   ngoài   ban công   [11]  
    jump   PREP. to  N. outside balcony 
   ‘Went out of the balcony’ 
 
b. Nhảy   ra   ngoài   ban công   [01]   
    jump   ADV. out PREP. to balcony 
       ‘Went to the balcony’ 
The difference in meaning between the two sentences in (3.85) is illustrated in Figure 3 below. 
                                   Figure 3. Difference in stress for ngoài ‘outside/ to’ 
 
 
                                  balcony                                                  room                 balcony 
               yard   
   
          
        (3.85a)                    (3.85b) 
 
If stressed as in (3.85a), ngoài functions as a noun meaning ‘outside’ and ngoài ban công means 
‘outside of the balcony’. Balcony is the source of motion in this case, expressing where the motion 
departs from. Though the goal of motion is not overt, it is possibly a ground where the motion ends, 
based on our common sense of buildings, balconies and the ground. Thus, (3.85a) indicates a 
motion departing from the balcony, moving outside of it, and presumably arriving in the yard or 
other surrounding outdoor space. By contrast, unstressed ngoài functions as a preposition in 
(3.85b), expressing a path towards the goal of motion which is the balcony in this case. The source 
of motion is not overt, but it is possibly a room where the motion departs from. It is the difference 
in stress that helps distinguish the meanings between the two sentences.   
This fact enables a similar treatment for the status of prepositions which is often considered as 
a latter verbal component in a serial verb construction. For example, ra ‘go out’ cannot be treated in 
the same way in the following instances. In (3.86), ra is a verb indicating the source whereas ra in 
(3.87) is a preposition expressing the goal. 
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(3.86) Vừa     ra      sân   cầu thủ     A     đã      được    ban      huấn luyện   chăm sóc  [11] 
just     V. leave    field  player       A    ADV    ADV     board   coach            care 
‘After leaving the field, player A was taken care by the coaching board’ 
 
(3.87) Vừa     thay          ra    sân     cầu thủ    A    đã        ghi       được     bàn thắng [01] 
just      V. replace    to    field    player      A    ADV     score     ADV      goal 
‘Right after getting into the field, player A scored a goal’ 
 
This analysis is verified later, through an examination of the difference in duration between verb and 
preposition.  
X. H. Cao’s argument on the difference in stress between prepositions and verbs has 
prompted me to distinguish prepositions from verbs to prove that a preposition is a grammatical 
category in Vietnamese. It is necessary to repeat here that if a verb sequence is a true serial verb 
construction, it needs to satisfy not only the properties of grammar (same tense, mood, and aspect) 
and semantics (a single event), but intonation. Ra in a structure such as chạy ra ‘run-go out’ shares 
its grammatical properties with the first verb and is part of the same event. If ra is stressed like a 
verb, this proves that chạy ra ‘run-go out’ is a true serial verb construction.  
The current study is aimed at proving that there is a difference in intonation between chạy 
‘run’ and ra ‘go out’, promising a complete treatment for the controversy about prepositions, 
especially prepositions derived from path verbs in Vietnamese. Duration is the correlate of stress. 
An examination of the former similarly reveals a phonetic difference between prepositions and 
verbs in Vietnamese in terms of their duration. The details of this research are outlined below. 
3.3.2.2 Participants 
Two Vietnamese native speakers with no speech difficulties (one male and one female) living in 
Brisbane were recruited for this project. The participants are over 18 years of age, but otherwise not 
selected on the basis of age or gender. The male participant is over 40 while the female is 60. 
3.3.2.3 Sample 
The samples are sentences taken from books or online resources such as conversations in talk shows 
on the Internet. Most have been collected from 4 hours of video from the talk show Ghế không tựa 
‘Chairs without a back’ (2015, 2016) in Vietnam, the rest are from books by two young authors. 
These sentences each contain at least one of the four items that the researcher would identify as a 
path verb or an action verb, or one of the four items considered to be prepositions derived from a 
path verb or an action verb in her analysis. The items are ra ‘go out/out to’, vào ‘go in/into’, về 
‘return/about, to’, and cho ‘give/for, to’. The sentences could be one of four types: statement, 
interrogative, causative and exclamatory. 
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Table 1. Samples for duration test 
 
 
Item Grammatical 
category 
Type Vietnamese English translation 
ra 
‘go out/ 
to’ 
verb exclamatory Trời   ơi,     sao    ngày   nào   cũng  
god    EXC   why   day        any    ADV 
 
ra   nông nỗi   thế   này   hả     con?! 
ra   situation    like this    PAR   child 
Oh my god, what happened to you 
every day?! 
preposition statement Mình  đã      mở      được   một cánh  
1S         ADV    open   ADV     one  CL 
 
cửa     để               bước   ra  thế giới. 
door    in order to walk    ra  world 
I have opened a door to reach to the 
world. 
vào 
‘go in/ 
into’  
verb statement Anh                nên        vào    Sài Gòn    
older brother  should   vao    Saigon  
 
lập         nghiệp. 
build     career 
You should go to Saigon city to set 
yourself up in business. 
preposition interrogative Hay là   chị                bỏ    cái    gì  
or          older sister   put   CL     what 
 
vào      thức ăn? 
vao    food 
Or did you put something into 
foods? 
về 
‘return/ 
to’  
verb statement Tết                            này    con     nó  
New Year holiday    this    child   3S 
 
lại         bận,   không  về    được   rồi  
again    busy   not      ve    ADV    ADV 
 
ông                  à. 
grandfather     PAR 
This Tet holiday he will be busy 
again, he will not be able to come to 
visit us. 
preposition causative Quay   về     giường    đi! 
turn     ve     bed         PAR 
Come back to bed! 
cho 
‘give/ 
for, to’  
verb statement Em                                 sẽ      cho  
younger sister/brother   ADV   cho 
 
anh                   số            điện thoại  
older brother    number    telephone 
 
của    văn phòng. 
of    office 
I will give you the office phone 
number. 
preposition causative Anh                  đã       làm     ảnh  
older brother    ADV    make  picture 
 
xong        chưa?  Gởi     ảnh        cho  
finish    yet         send    picture  cho 
 
tôi      đi        chứ! 
1S        ADV      PAR 
Have you finished taking the photo? 
Give it to me! 
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There were 40 sentences recorded from each participant and thus 80 sentences recorded in total. The 
sentences are calculated as follows: 
 
(4 verbs x 5 sentences) x Participant 1   = 20 samples  
(4 verbs x 5 sentences) x Participant 2   = 20 samples 
(4 prepositions x 5 sentences) x Participant 1  = 20 samples 
(4 prepositions x 5 sentences) x Participant 2  = 20 samples 
80 samples 
3.3.2.4 Method 
The researcher has recorded two participants by asking them to read sentences provided aloud in 
normal, conversational Vietnamese. The durations of the words of interest were measured in Praat, 
a software for phonetics analysis. 
3.3.2.5 Results 
The results are presented in the tables below. The unit of measurement is a second, rounded to two 
decimal places. Participant 1 is a 60 years old female. 
 
Table 2. Participant 1 – Duration of examined verbs and prepositions 
 
 
Ordinals 
ra vào về cho 
verb preposition verb preposition verb preposition verb preposition 
1 0.18 0.16 0.22 0.14 0.30 0.18 0.18 0.13 
2 0.22 0.16 0.22 0.15 0.23 0.15 0.14 0.16 
3 0.24 0.12 0.30 0.11 0.21 0.19 0.27 0.08 
4 0.34 0.18 0.21 0.17 0.22 0.13 0.20 0.13 
5 0.19 0.14 0.19 0.18 0.27 0.18 0.20 0.14 
Average 0.22 0.15 0.22 0.15 0.25 0.16 0.20 0.12 
Verbs 0.23 
Prepositions 0.15 
 
As always in phonetic data, there is some variability in the results. For this reason, a statistical test 
has been applied, to check how likely it is that these results could have arisen just by chance, even in 
the absence of a real difference between durations for prepositions and verbs. An independent two-
sample t-test has confirmed a statistically significant difference between the duration of verbs (mean 
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= 0.23, sd = 0.048) and prepositions (mean = 0.15, sd = 0.028) obtained in the experiment (t(38)=6.2, 
p<0.001). We can reject the hypothesis that the data in Table 2 has emerged by chance, and infer that 
instead, it is due to a real difference in the durations of spoken verbs and prepositions for Participant 
1. 
As for Participant 2, a male over 40 years of age, the results are as follows: 
 
Table 3. Participant 2 – Duration of examined verbs and prepositions 
 
 
Ordinals 
ra vào về cho 
verb preposition verb preposition verb preposition verb preposition 
1 0.15 0.14 0.17 0.09 0.29 0.11 0.14 0.07 
2 0.17 0.14 0.16 0.11 0.16 0.13 0.15 0.10 
3 0.20 0.10 0.22 0.12 0.12 0.10 0.22 0.06 
4 0.26 0.12 0.19 0.11 0.13 0.12 0.13 0.07 
5 0.16 0.14 0.18 0.12 0.16 0.13 0.13 0.10 
Average 0.19 0.12 0.18 0.11 0.17 0.12 0.15 0.07 
Verbs 0.17 
Prepositions 0.11 
 
These results also reveal a statistically significant difference between the duration of verbs (mean = 
0.17, sd = 0.045) and prepositions (mean = 0.11, sd = 0.023), t(38)=5.8, p<0.001, and so we infer 
that the experimental data also reflect a real difference in the durations of verbs and prepositions for 
Participant 2. 
A summary of the results collected from both participants is presented in the table below. The 
average duration of verbs is 0.20 seconds compared to 0.13 seconds for prepositions. 
 
                   Table 4. Summary of examined verbs and prepositions 
 
 ra vào về cho Average 
 
Verbs 
Participant 1 0.22 0.22 0.25 0.20  
Participant 2 0.19 0.18 0.17 0.15 
Average 0.21 0.20 0.21 0.18 0.20 
 
Prepositions 
Participant 1 0.15 0.15 0.16 0.12  
Participant 2 0.12 0.11 0.12 0.07 
Average 0.14 0.13 0.14 0.10 0.13 
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The result shows an unchanged fact that the duration of spoken verbs is always longer than that of 
prepositions. The average duration of verbs is 0.20 seconds compared to 0.13 seconds for 
prepositions.  
3.3.2.6 Concluding remarks 
The duration experiment has found a statistically significant difference between prepositions and 
verbs in Vietnamese from a phonetic perspective: with verbs having an almost 50% longer duration. 
The average duration of verbs recorded from the two participants is 0.20 seconds while it is 0.13 
seconds for prepositions.  
This result allows us to confirm the existence of prepositions, especially prepositions derived 
from path verbs as a grammatical category in Vietnamese on the basis of this duration test for 
spoken language.  
3.3.2.7 Discussion  
Throughout the duration test, I have measured two kinds of clauses. In one kind, ra, vào, về, and 
cho did not follow any other verb and when spoken, their duration was long. In the other kind, when 
they come after a verb, ra, vào, về, cho have a short duration. My conclusion is that the difference 
in duration corresponds to a difference in the parts of speech – verbs are long, and prepositions are 
short. Thus, ra, vào, về, and cho in constructs such as chạy ra sân ‘go to the yard’, đi vào nhà ‘go 
into the house’, quay về giường ‘go back to the bed’, and gửi cho tôi ‘send to me’ are prepositions.  
However, my conclusion also assumes that two verbs in a series may have the same stress and 
both be long. Since an experiment of serial verbs was not taken, I have not demonstrated that this is 
the case. It is conceivable that in a serial verb construction, it is actually the case that the first verb 
is long and the second verb is short. If that were true, then ra, vào, về, and cho in such structures 
above would behave like the second verb in a series, with their duration short compared to those of 
the first verbs.  
My intuition as a native speaker of Vietnamese is inconsistent with this possibility though. 
That is, I suspect that in a sentence that definitely has two verbs, both verbs are long. Whereas, in a 
combination of a verb and a preposition, the verb is long and the preposition is short. However, for 
a firm confirmation of the status of prepositions in Vietnamese, this needs to be checked by another 
study of duration for both verbs in suitable sentences. This could form the basis of my next study.  
 
3.4 Conclusion  
This chapter has applied the tests of deletion, topicalisation, coordination, and duration to prove that 
prepositions are a distinct grammatical category in Vietnamese, based on the properties of the 
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constituency of the prepositional phrases and the difference in duration between verbs and 
prepositions.  
Prepositions have been tested with respect to the necessity of their presence in sentences via 
the deletion test. There are some specific cases in which the absence of prepositions is allowed, 
which mostly occur in idiomatic usage. Thus, there is a fixed number of contexts that allow 
prepositions to be omitted and these exceptions are not productive in the sense that an absence of 
prepositions is freely permitted. In the general case, the presence of prepositions is obligatory to 
make sentences meaningful and grammatical. 
The topicalisation test has displayed the ability of prepositions to go at the front of sentences, 
and a comparison has been made with single verbs and serial verb constructions. Prepositions, 
single verbs, verbs and objects, and (less frequently) serial verbs showed the capability of going to 
the front of sentences whereas a single verb in a serial verb construction cannot. Moreover, an 
examined word has been treated as a preposition if the reversed sentence’s meaning stays 
unchanged, and has been considered as a verb if the meaning changes. The topicalisation test can be 
applied to most prepositions, though its results are slightly complicated in the case of prepositions 
derived from path verbs due to the typical schema SOURCE-PATH-GOAL of a motion event. 
Meanwhile, the coordination test has demonstrated that a prepositional phrase as a constituent can 
be coordinated, whereas a sequence of verbs failed the test because this is not a constituent unit.  
The test on the difference in duration between prepositions and verbs is the only test based on 
a phonetic aspect. This test has shown an indisputable difference between duration of verbs and 
prepositions in Vietnamese. The results show evidence that prepositions cannot be considered the 
post verbal components in serial verb constructions due to the difference in duration. In other 
words, the difference in duration of prepositions and verbs is evidence from the prosody and syntax 
interface that prepositions are a distinct grammatical category. The result of this test denotes that the 
grammaticalisation from path verbs to prepositions in Vietnamese is a process that clearly shows a 
phonetic aspect, represented in the loss of stress and duration in prepositions.  
Semantically, many scholars have noticed the similarity between verbs (and nouns) and their 
derived prepositions (see e.g., X. H. Cao 2001; K. Phan, [1955] 2004). According to X. H. Cao 
(2001), grammaticalised prepositions keep almost every lexical meaning of their original nouns and 
verbs (2001: 394). In the next chapters, I will demonstrate the similarity between path verbs and 
their derived prepositions by analysing ra ‘go out/to’ as a case study. I argue that the concrete 
senses of verbal ra are retained after grammaticalisation, but the corresponding preposition 
continues to build on its meaning, which does not occur for the verb. Specifically, I am concerned 
about how the different senses of ra come into being, and how these related senses form a semantic 
network of polysemous ra.     
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Chapter 4 Semantics of path verbs  
4.1 Introduction 
In Chapter 1, I have argued that the semantics of path verbs and the prepositions derived from them 
are closely related. To demonstrate this, an examination of the semantics of path verbs and that of 
prepositions is needed to figure out how similar path verbs and their resultant prepositions are after 
grammaticalisation. In this chapter, first I begin this exploration by examining the semantic network 
of verbal ra to uncover its concrete motion related and metaphorical senses, which is then compared 
with those of its corresponding preposition ra in Chapter 5. The models used to examine the 
concrete senses of verbs are image schemas (Johnson, 1987) with respect to terms of trajector and 
landmark as incorporated in the theory of cognitive grammar (Langacker, 1980), as well as the 
notion of camera (Kuno, 1987). Ra’s concrete senses are investigated based on the technique of 
metonymic inference (Traugott and Dasher, 2002) while the metaphorical senses of ra will be 
examined based on the theory of conceptual metaphors (Lakoff and Johnson, 1980). In the 
following sub-sections, I first present a brief description of the concepts used in the examination of 
the concrete senses of ra: image schema, trajector, landmark, camera, and metonymic inference. 
The concept conceptual metaphor, which is the foundation for the metaphorical investigation is 
presented in Section 4.3 of this chapter.   
 
4.1.1 Image schema, trajector, landmark, and camera 
Image schema is the term indicating the characterisation of a cognitive event that speakers 
experience mentally. The notion of the image schema is described as follows: 
 
In order for us to have meaningful, connected experiences that we can comprehend and 
reason about, there must be pattern and order to our actions, perceptions, and conceptions. A 
schema is a recurrent pattern, shape, and regularity in, or of, these ongoing ordering 
activities. These patterns emerge as meaningful structures for us chiefly at the level of our 
bodily movements through space, our manipulation of objects, and our perceptual 
interactions.  
         (Johnson, 1987: 29) 
To explain how an image schema can be a recurring, dynamic pattern of our conceptual interactions 
that gives coherence and structure to our experience, Johnson (1987) gives an example of the 
VERTICALITY schema. According to him, this  ‘emerges from our tendency to employ an UP-DOWN 
orientation in picking out meaningful structures of our experience’, and that ‘we grasp this structure 
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of verticality repeatedly in thousands of perceptions and activities we experience every day, such as 
perceiving a tree, our felt sense of standing upright, the activity of climbing stairs, forming a mental 
image of a flagpole, measuring our children’s heights, and experiencing the level of water rising in 
the bathtub’ (Johnson, 1987: xiv). Johnson concludes that this image schema is the abstract 
structure of the VERTICALITY experiences, images, and perceptions emerging from our daily and 
bodily movements and interactions.   
Similarly, a schema such as IN-OUT is based on an IN-OUT orientation. Adapting Lindner’s 
study (1981) of in and out in English, Johnson provides examples of an image schematic structure 
for out as shown in Figure 4, which depicts the basic physical sense of out in sentence (4.1). 
 
(4.1) John went out of the room 
 
                       Figure 4. Image schema for out (Johnson, 1987: 32) 
 
 
     
LM                        TR 
      
      
 
           
In (4.1), John is a trajector (TR) and the room is a landmark (LM). According to Langacker, a 
trajector is the primary focal participant. This is the participant which the expression is concerned 
with locating, characterising, or assessing in relation to others. The landmark is the secondary focal 
participant relative to which the trajector is located or evaluated. In other words, the trajector and 
the landmark can be characterised as primary and secondary figures respectively within the profiled 
relationship (Langacker, 2003: 49). In (4.1), John (the trajector) is moving out from the room (the 
landmark) along a path indicated by the arrow. The schematic diagram in (4.1) gives us the image 
of not only the elements in the events but also the relation between those elements.  
An image schema is ‘a continuous active, dynamic recurring structure of experience of similar 
spatial movements of a certain kind’ (Johnson, 1987: 33). Therefore, an image schema such as OUT 
in Figure 4 can represent an enormous number of orientational possibilities, as shown in (4.2).  
 
(4.2) a. Pump out the air 
 b. Let out your anger 
 c. Pick out the best theory 
 d. Harry weasled out of the contract 
          (Johnson, 1987: 32) 
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As can be seen, (4.2a) involves a clear-cut physical orientation in space, while others involve a 
more abstract relation. They are, however, all established on the basis of spatial orientation and 
within a recognisable spatial configuration which is represented in Figure 4. After presenting the 
basic schemas above, Johnson concludes that, ‘[T]hese image schemata are pervasive, well-defined, 
and full of sufficient internal structure to constrain our understanding and reasoning’ (1987: 126).  
Another notion related to the semantic examination in this chapter is camera. Camera is the 
term indicating the viewpoint of speakers. According to Kuno (1987), in describing an event, the 
speaker can represent his attitude toward its participants in numerous ways. The basic idea of the 
camera as a point of view of the speaker is described as follows:  
 
The speaker, in describing an event or state, can choose various ‘camera angles’: He can 
place himself at a distance from the participants of the event/state and give an objective, 
detached description. Alternatively, he can position himself closer to one participant than to 
the others, or, in some special cases, he can completely identify himself with one participant 
and describe the event/state from this participant’s camera angle.  
(Kuno, 1987: 29) 
Kuno illustrates this notion by giving a situation in which a man named John hits his brother Bill. 
To describe this situation, the speaker can at least place the camera at the following angles: 
 
(4.3) a. Then John hit Bill 
 b. Then John hit his brother 
 c. Then Bill’s brother hit him 
          (Kuno, 1987: 203) 
In (4.3a), the camera, i.e., the speaker’s vantage point, is placed equidistant from both John and Bill, 
so the event is presented objectively. In (4.3b), it is placed closer to John than Bill and vice versa in 
(4.3c). The speaker can ‘empathise’ with John or Bill’s camera to speak, so the event will be 
entirely presented from John’s point of view (4.3b) or Bill’s point of view (4.3c). Thus, there are 
five different positions (A to E) in which the speaker can place himself, illustrated in Figure 5 and 
Figure 6.  
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  Figure 5. Partial identification with the speaker (Kuno, 1987: 204) 
 
 
 
Figure 6. Total identification with the speaker (Kuno, 1987: 204) 
 
 
 
Although there can be numerous ways to place the camera, Kuno suggests that the speaker ‘must 
predetermine his camera position and maintain that position through the production of a single 
sentence’ (1987: 206). 
In Vietnamese linguistics, the point of view of speakers has effects that have been noticed by 
various researchers. X. H. Cao (2001) states that Vietnamese is different from Indo-European 
languages in the way it represents spatial location. In Vietnamese, apart from landmark, camera is 
the element that is most useful for distinguishing between prepositions’ meanings. The camera is 
normally placed in the position of the speaker but can also be placed in the position of a character 
with whom the speaker empathises (2001: 142). X. H. Cao provides an example in which two 
persons are looking at a dog lying in a yard as follows: 
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(4.4) Tôi   nhìn    ra   thì      thấy    con     chó     nhà      tôi    vẫn     nằm    ngoài  
 1S      look   ADV. out  COP    see      CL        dog    house   1S      still    lay      PREP. in 
 
sân. Nhìn  ra         đường,    tôi      trông thấy       một   người    lạ         mặt 
 yard look ADV. out     road        1S         see                  one  person   strange     face 
 
dáng  rất  khả nghi.      Khi        trông thấy    con    chó      nằm  trong         sân, 
figure  very suspicious    when      see        CL      dog      lay             PREP. in      yard 
 
hắn  rút  từ   trong  túi  ra         một  sợi  dây…  
3S draw PREP. from inside bag ADV. out     one CL rope 
‘I looked out and saw my dog was still lying in the yard. Looking out to the road, I saw a 
stranger who was suspicious looking. When he saw the dog lying in the yard, he drew a rope 
out from his bag…’  
          (X. H. Cao, 2001: 142) 
In the English translation, there is only one preposition ‘in’ used to indicate the situation of the dog 
lying in the yard. In contrast, it requires two prepositions trong ‘inside’ and ngoài ‘outside’ to 
describe this situation based on the different positions in which the cameras are placed in 
Vietnamese. The first camera is placed in the position of the speaker who is inside the house, and 
from this position he sees the dog lying in the yard. The second camera is placed in the position of 
the stranger who is outside of the yard (in the road) and from there he sees the dog lying in the yard. 
This situation is illustrated in Figure 7 as follows: 
 
                      Figure 7. Two different cameras for describing one situation  
 
 
 
     ST 
   D 
SP 
    
   house    yard  street 
    
 
 
It is not mentioned in the text where the speaker (SP) places his camera but the house is the most 
likely place, because the speaker should stay somewhere inside so that he can look to the outside 
where the dog is lying. The dashed line is chosen to illustrate the house as an invisible place. The 
second camera is placed in the position of the stranger (ST) in the street and this place is outside the 
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yard. When the stranger looks at the dog (D) from the street, he looks inside the yard and sees the 
dog is lying there. Trong ‘inside’ and ngoài ‘outside’ indicate two different descriptions of one 
situation due to the different locations of the cameras.    
Therefore, besides the trajector and landmark, the camera is an integral element for describing 
a motion event in Vietnamese. Though the camera is not always overt in sentences, as illustrated in 
the first sentence of the above text, it helps explain the relation between trajector and landmark with 
respect to the point of view of the speaker. According to Kuno, ‘one of the most important decisions 
that directors must make is where to place the camera while shooting the scene’ (1987: 203). The 
present study employs Kuno’s concept of camera for the analysis because it is essential to have an 
agreement on where the camera is placed, although in most cases, it is not overt in Vietnamese 
sentences.   
 
4.1.2 Metonymic inference  
Metonymic inference is also labelled pragmatic inference (Hopper and Traugott, 1993) or 
metonymic extension via inference (Koch, 1999) (see e.g., Sullivan 2007: 257). Invited inference is 
the term for this process proposed by Traugott and Dasher (2002) in the invited inferencing theory 
of semantic change. This theory describes semantic change as a process that ‘involves not “A>B”… 
but rather “A> A~B” and then sometimes “>B” alone’ (Traugott and Dasher, 2002: 11). It therefore 
requires a ‘bridging context’ in which senses A and B are both available, that is, a context of use in 
which the new lexical concept emerges as a situated inference (Taylor, 2012: 155). In a bridging 
context, it is possible to interpret the meaning of a linguistic item in multiple ways, before a specific 
meaning is generalised in an unambiguous context. Taking English as long as as an example, 
Traugott and Dasher (2002) describe the technique they use to identify the polysemies as follows: 
 
In the case of the history of as long as, the original M1 relevant to the development of 
the temporal meaning was spatial (resulting in M1 (spatial) + M2 (temporal)); once we 
find that the temporal polysemy has arisen, we can ‘reset’ the model so that M1 is the 
temporal meaning, which eventually gives rises to the conditional (i.e. M1 (temporal) + 
M2 (conditional)). In indexing the polysemies, it is, however, essential to keep them 
separate, since older meanings continue to invite inferences and may themselves 
undergo change, leading to further developments.  
 
               (Traugott and Dasher, 2002: 39) 
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Based on the technique of metonymic inference, a polysemous item such as going to in the sentence 
‘I am going to London’ can be interpreted as going physically or intentionally. This sentence, 
therefore, is an ambiguous context that gives rise to metonymic inference extension. According to 
Traugott and Dasher (2002), ‘as long as the original coded meaning is accessible, we should assume 
that the invited inference is just that, a meaning derivable from the semantics in combination with 
the discourse context’ (2002: 44). 
 Since the requisite historical evidence is lacking in Vietnamese, the analysis of the concrete 
senses of ra included here is based on the technique of metonymic inference, and the metaphorical 
senses of ra are grounded on the theory of conceptual metaphors (see Section 4.3). I argue that as a 
path verb, ra indicates five concrete senses: (i) a movement to an outside place, (ii) a movement to a 
wide and open place, (iii) a movement to a far place, (iv) a movement to the north of Vietnam 
and/or a location in the north of Vietnam, and (v) a movement to the back or the front of an entity. 
For the sake of brevity, these are termed ‘outside’, ‘wide’, ‘far’, ‘north’ and ‘front/ back’, 
respectively, in the thesis. In the following section, I analyse these five meanings to show the 
different but related senses of verbal ra. Hypothesising that ‘outside’ is the central sense, I examine 
the extension of this sense to those of ‘wide’, ‘far’, ‘north’ and ‘front/ back’ through ambiguous or 
bridging contexts, followed by the unambiguous contexts in which the derived senses are 
generalised. Although the concrete senses and the metaphorical senses are presented in separated 
sections, in which the concrete senses come first, it does not mean that a metaphorical semantic 
extension necessarily occurs later.  
 
4.2 Concrete senses  
As presented above, the non-metaphorical senses of polysemous ra comprise ‘outside’, ‘wide’, 
‘far’, ‘north’ and ‘front/ back’. According to Taylor (2012), the central sense is that ‘from which all 
others can be most plausibly and most economically derived’, and it ‘should be that from which all 
the others can be most easily, or most convincingly, derived’ (2012: 229, 236). Because ra ‘go out’ 
primarily denotes a movement from the interior to the exterior, I argue that ‘outside’ is the central 
sense of ra, which will be proved later by examining the frequency of ra in the selected texts cited 
in the List of Primary Source.   
 
4.2.1 Outside 
Ra indicating a motion heading to an outside goal can be found in the instances as follows:  
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(4.5) Mọi  người  ra        khỏi       nhà       ga 
 every human V. go out   PREP. out of    house    station 
 ‘Everyone went out of the airport’ 
           (V K. Ma) 
 
(4.6) Tối  hôm   qua    trời          mưa   con      đâu có   ra              khỏi        nhà 
 night day    pass   weather   rain    child    not        V. go out    PREP. out of    house 
 ‘It was raining last night, I did not go out’  
           (N. Á. Nguyễn) 
(4.7) Đến  khi  gần  ra       khỏi  tỉnh,       hắn  mới  đi  chậm  hơn  
 until when nearly V. go out   PREP. of province   3S just V. go slow more 
 
một  chút 
 one little 
 ‘Until nearly going out of the province, he just walked a bit slowly’  
(C. Nam) 
 
Sentences (4.5) to (4.7) demonstrate that the station, house and province are the sources of the 
movement, respectively. This understanding is supported by the presence of the preposition khỏi 
‘out of’. The direction of motion therefore, is undoubtedly ‘moving out’. Notice that although a 
province does not have a clear boundary such as walls or fences to frame it as a bounded landmark, 
it is still considered as an object with border lines and symbols (especially when looking at a map) 
which help separate it from another. The above sentences can be illustrated by an image schema as 
follows: 
 
                                     Figure 8. Ra indicating source of motion 
 
 
     
LM (Source)             TR 
     
 
 
 
As illustrated in Figure 8, a trajector moves out from a landmark which is the source of the 
movement. To mark the source, the preposition khỏi ‘out of’ is often used, as in (4.5 – 4.7). Other 
prepositions that can perform the same function are ở ‘at’ or từ ‘from’. In (4.8), for instance, the 
source is the university, identified by the preposition ở ‘at’. In cases in which the source is clear 
enough, verbal ra can indicate the sense of ‘outside’ without a preposition, as in (4.9) and (4.10).  
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(4.8) Anh  mới  ở       trường    ra 
1S just PREP. at    school    V. go out 
‘I’ve just left the university’        
(T. Dương) 
(4.9)  Nhà  cô  Út Huệ   cửa nẻo   thông thốc,    gió     tha hồ    ra               vào           chạy  
 house aunt Ut Hue   door        open wide     wind   free        V. go out    V. go in    run    
 
nhảy  trên       người    tôi  
jump PREP. on   body     1S 
‘As doors and windows at Aunt Ut Hue’s house were wide open, I enjoyed the breeze which 
freely went in and out’ 
            (N. Á. Nguyễn) 
 
(4.10) Cụ        làm ơn   bảo   cô      ấy     ra              cho            con     hỏi   một    tí,    
 old man/woman   please    tell    lady   that   V. go out   PREP. for   child   ask   one    bit 
 
con     cũng  vừa   trông thấy  cô      ấy     đi     vào              lối ngõ      này 
 child   also   just   see  lady   that   go    PREP. into   pathway   this  
‘Could you please tell her to go out for me to talk (with her)? I’ve just seen her entering this 
way’             
(C. Nam) 
 
In the above sentences, ra indicates the source of the motion. The destination of the motion is not 
overtly expressed. In the following instances, conversely, the destination is overt whereas the source 
is not. This situation requires the destination of motion to have the characteristic of ‘outside’ to be 
compatible with the ‘outside’ sense of ra. Consider sentences (4.11) and (4.12) below. 
 
(4.11) Cô ả  bây giờ   mới  xộc     ra.      Nhưng  cô     chỉ  ra        đến          đầu    hè 
 lady now    just rush    ADV. out   but      lady   only V. go out   PREP. to   head   patio 
 ‘She just now rushed out. But she only went to the end of the patio’   
           (C. Nam) 
 
(4.12) Đêm   hôm  qua,   cũng  mãi    đến     mười  một   giờ      hơn,    tôi   mới   thấy   chị   vợ  
 night   day   pass   also   ADV   until   ten      one    hour   more   1S   ADV   see    CL    wife 
 
ra          mở      cổng 
 V. go out     open    gate 
 ‘I saw the wife going out to open the gate after 11pm last night’  
           (C. Nam) 
 
Examples (4.11) and (4.12) above were collected from a novel by C. Nam (finished in 1944, first 
published in 1956). The story was set in a village in the northern delta. The scenes in sentences 
(4.11) and (4.12) can be illustrated by Figure 9. 
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                                        Figure 9. Picture of Vietnamese house in a rural area  
 
                                
 
              
   (Source: http://thoibaonganhang.vn/nho-nha-tranh-vach-dat-42107.html) 
 
From the picture, the patio is the small outside part of the house. Sentence (4.11) describes a 
situation in which the lady went out from inside the house to the patio. Similarly, (4.12) 
demonstrates a movement from inside the house to the gate, because the wife would have been 
inside the house when it was late at night. In these sentences, the ‘camera man’ is also an observer 
who witnesses the whole processes. A suitable image schema to illustrate this situation is presented 
in Figure 10.  
 
       Figure 10. Ra indicating goal of motion  
 
 
 
 
    LM (Source)        TR      LM (Goal) 
 
 
 
 
 
As shown in the figure, the overt goal is represented by the complete circle. The source, conversely, 
is not profiled, as illustrated by the dashed circle. Although the source is not overt, as in (4.11) and 
(4.12), there are still clues to identify the ‘out’ direction in these sentences, of which the knowledge 
of the layout of a traditional Vietnamese house is an example.  
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So far, examples (4.5) through (4.12) above either show the source or goal as landmarks. 
These two landmarks can co-exist in a sentence but it is uncommon, evidenced from the data 
collected. Only one sentence appeared with both the source and goal overtly indicated out of the 
116 examples collected from two short story collections and five novels from four writers. An 
example for this case is presented in (4.13) in which ‘house’ is the source and ‘road’ is the goal. 
 
(4.13) Ở           nhà      Lộc    ra               đường,    Hiền   có       cảm tưởng   như    đêm     đã 
 PREP. from   house   Loc    V. go out   road     Hien   have    feeling         like    night   PAST 
khuya       rồi 
 late           already     
 ‘Going out to the street from Loc’s house, Hien felt as if it was late’  
          (C. Nam) 
Noticeably, when either the source or goal is overt, ra was mostly used to indicate the goal. That is, 
ra was preferred to express the destination of the motion (102/116 sentences), rather than the 
departing point of the motion (14/116 sentences). As mentioned, a place indicated by ra is not only 
‘outside’, but it can be ‘wide’, ‘far’ or located in the ‘north’. It is the diversity of destinations that 
leads to the large number of goals expressed by ra.   
Despite the obvious polysemy of ra, I argue that ‘outside’ is the central sense in the semantic 
network of ra, including both concrete and metaphorical senses. According to Taylor (2012), there 
are several ways to identify the central sense of a polysemous item. ‘It could be the historically 
oldest sense from which the others have developed in the course of time […]; or it could be the 
meaning which in some sense is most salient to speakers of a language’ (Taylor, 2012: 228). Since 
it is hard to historically figure out the oldest sense of ra due to the lack of historical data, the 
confirmation that ‘outside’ is the central sense is evidenced by the overwhelming usage of ra from 
the writings of four authors whose works are included in my corpus, as illustrated in Table 5. 
 
            Table 5. The frequency of the sense ‘outside’ in novels 
 
                       C. Nam            V. K. Ma       N. Á. Nguyễn         T. Dương 
 
 outside    22/56  22/32  11/22  5/6 
outside~wide 7   13/56  2/32  0/22  1/6 
wide    3/56  0/32  1/22  0/6 
wide~far   12/56  5/32  4/22  0/6 
far    5/56  0/32  0/22  0/6 
north    1/56  2/32  0/22  0/6 
far~front/back   0/56  1/32  6/22  0/6 
                                               
7 The tildes indicate the semantic ambiguity.  
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As shown in the table, all the authors used an enormous number of instances of ra in the sense of 
‘outside’ compared to the other senses of ra that they used in their writings. This sense comprised 
39.3% of the usage for Author 1, 68.8% for Author 2, 50% for Author 3, and 83% for Author 4. 
Additionally, there are a considerable number of ambiguous contexts to which both the senses of 
‘wide’ and ‘outside’ can be applied as interpretations, as in the writing of Author 1. This offers 
evidence that the sense of ‘outside’ not only predominates but also shows its trace in the process of 
extension from the sense of ‘outside’ to the sense of ‘wide’. The central role of ra ‘outside’ is also 
evident in the term’s metaphorical extensions, as is examined later in this chapter.  
Next, the extension is examined from the central sense of ra, ‘outside’, to the other non-
metaphorical senses. The data shows a variety of ambiguous contexts in which, apart from the 
‘outside’ sense, the ‘wide’ sense of ra is invited, which then goes on to be generalised as a distinct 
sense afterwards in unambiguous contexts. Thus, ra has firstly been extended from the sense of 
‘outside’ to the ‘wide’ sense.  
 
4.2.2 Wide 
As mentioned above, ra can indicate ‘wide’, but the semantic extension from ‘outside’ to ‘wide’ has 
occurred in bridging contexts in which a hearer or reader could interpret the meaning in two ways: 
either ‘outside’ or ‘wide’. In these contexts, the speaker or writer may have intended to 
communicate the meaning ‘outside’, but may have also been implying ‘wide’, since outside areas 
are frequently wider than contained areas. Whether or not this was the speaker or writer’s intention, 
the hearer may infer the meaning ‘wide’, since the hearer also knows that outside areas tend to be 
wide. This type of inferential process is possible in ambiguous and bridging contexts (Traugott and 
Dasher, 2002) such as in sentences (4.14) to (4.16). 
 
(4.14) Thứ    vừa    ăn    cơm    xong,   mồm    ngậm   một  cái   tăm,           ra              đứng   tếu  
 Thu    just    eat    rice    finish   mouth  hold     one  CL   toothpick    V. go out   stand   joke 
 
ở        vệ đường  
 PREP. at     roadside 
‘Thu had just finished his meal, he held a toothpick in his mouth and went to the roadside to 
chat’  
           (C. Nam) 
 
(4.15) Tôi    ra       ngoài  để         quan sát  quanh       nhà 
1S      V. go out     outside PREP. to      observe PREP. around     house 
‘I went out to look around the house’       
(C. Nam) 
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(4.16) Không phải   lúc      nào   thời tiết    cũng   dễ chịu,          nắng  đẹp        như  hôm nay 
 not           time   any    weather   also     comfortable    sunlight beautiful    like  today 
 
để            ra        giữa        thiên nhiên 
PREP. to         V. go out     middle    nature 
‘The weather is seldom as nice as today, sunny and beautiful, perfect for going out and 
relaxing with nature’           
(T. Dương) 
 
In (4.14), the man went out to the roadside from somewhere that is likely to be his house where he 
had finished his meal. The roadside is obviously outside the house. The sense of ‘outside’, 
therefore, is preserved. But the roadside is also bigger than the house, which invites an inference of 
‘wide’ in the sentence. The context is ambiguous because here we do not know definitively which 
of these two senses is expressed by ra.  
Similarly, the speaker in (4.15) definitely went out, but that ‘outside’ is a space which must be 
bigger than the house so that the speaker can look at the house from a certain distance. In (4.16), 
‘nature’ is metonymic in the sense that it refers to a wide space outside the building where the 
speaker is living. Nature itself indicates a world including plants, animals, the landscape, and other 
features, which is undoubtedly wider than our residence. So, a movement which is out of a house 
and into nature invites the inference of a closed and narrow place in comparison with a wide and 
open area, which makes the context ambiguous.  
Now that the ‘wide’ sense of ra has been discussed in terms of its extension from the 
‘outside’ sense, it must be emphasised that there are contexts in which the ‘wide’ interpretation is 
the only one possible. In sentences (4.17 - 4.19) below, there is no trace of ‘outside’ expressed by 
ra.  
 
(4.17) Theo   lối      này   là      ra          bãi biển 
 follow    way   this   COP   V. go out    beach 
 ‘Follow this way then you will reach the beach’ 
 
(4.18) Nhưng hắn  không  vào         cái    túp   lều   lúp xúp         mà   ra             thẳng     bờ      sông 
but       3S     not       V. go in  DET   CL     hut  low-roofted  but  V. go out   straight  bank river 
 ‘But he did not get in a low-roofed hut but went straight to the river bank’ 
           (C. Nam) 
(4.19) [Name of a television program] 
Cùng       nông dân  ra         đồng 
 together    farmer  V. go out    field 
 ‘Go with farmers to the field’ 
            
These sentences unambiguously indicate motion from a narrower area to a wider one, but do not 
show a movement from inside to outside. The context in (4.17) describes a scene in which a speaker 
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and a listener are on the road leading to the beach, which is narrow compared to the largeness of the 
beach. In (4.18), the man was standing outside, evidenced by the negation ‘not get in the hut’. The 
context preceding this sentence is that it was a hot night, so the man preferred to go to the river 
bank, to relax where it is airy and spacious. In (4.19), the focus is only the size of the field. These 
contexts unambiguously mean ‘wide’, demonstrating that the sense of ‘wide’ has been added to the 
semantics of ra.  
Noticeably, ra simultaneously indicates the properties of width and openness. That is, a wide 
place to which a trajector moves is also conceptualised as open. In this case, source is considered as 
a closed place, or a container where the trajector is locked inside. Sentence (4.16) also expresses 
this sense of ra as we already know that the location of the speaker is inside the house. The house 
represents a closed space in comparison with the open and immense features of nature which gives 
a cluster of ‘outside’, ‘wide’ and ‘open’ senses for ra. Another example is the following:  
 
(4.20) Các       diễn viên          đã  ra    sân khấu  
CL         actor and actress    ADV         V. go out    stage 
‘The actors have been on the stage’ 
 
In this sentence, the actors must go on the stage from the curtains (or a changing room). In 
comparison with the large stage where the actors will perform, the curtains are assigned the 
properties of a closed and narrow place. Logically, a landmark which is wide is also open. In fact, 
there is no landmark which is open but not wide that could produce ambiguous contexts regarding 
these ‘wide’ and ‘open’ senses. I argue that ‘open’ is just a natural part of the meaning of ‘wide’ 
when ra functions as a verb with this sense, and therefore there is no ‘open’ extension to verbal ra. 
The ‘open’ sense as a separate meaning is only expressed when ra functions as an adverb for a verb 
which includes the meaning ‘open’, such as quả trứng nở ra một con gà con ‘the egg hatched out a 
chick’, há mồm ra ‘open mouth’, mở mắt ra ‘open eyes’, etc. This is discussed in Chapter 6 of the 
dissertation.  
As can be seen, there are no ambiguous contexts for the ‘open’ and ‘wide’ senses of verbal ra 
so the sense of ‘open’ can be added to the semantics of verbal ra, if it is generated after that. In 
contrast, there are several contexts in which ra denoting the ‘wide’ sense or ‘far’ sense is 
ambiguous, giving rise to a generation of the ‘far’ sense’, as presented below.  
 
4.2.3 Far 
The sense of ‘far’ can be considered a distinct sense of verbal ra because there are unambiguous 
contexts in which only the ‘far’ sense is expressed. Nevertheless, there are contexts in which an 
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inference of the ‘far’ sense is derived from the sense of ‘wide’, which demonstrates that the ‘far’ 
sense could have given rise to the ‘wide’ sense in bridging contexts such as in the following 
examples: 
   
(4.21) Chúng ta     sắp      ra        khơi   rồi     đấy! 
 3P        ADV     V. go out   sea     ADV    PAR 
 ‘We are about to put out to sea!’         
  
(4.22) Anh   đã         bao giờ     ra               ngoại ô          chưa? 
 older brother ADV       ever          V. go out    countryside   yet 
 ‘Do you ever go to the countryside? 
 
(4.23) Hàn     lẳng lặng     ra               tỉnh,            như     yên      phận 
 Han      silent           V. go out    province     like      satisfy        fate 
 ‘Han silently went to the province, as if he were content with his lot’ 
           (C. Nam) 
 
There is no question about the immensity of the sea which is compatible with the sense of ‘wide’ in 
(4.21). This immensity, afterwards, infers that a fishing trip needs to involve a distance to reach an 
area where the sea level is deep enough to catch fishes. Similarly, the countryside in (4.22) gives an 
impression of a wide place, but it is also implied that there is a long way to get there. These contexts 
demonstrate that an inference from ‘wide’ to ‘far’ appeared before the ‘far’ sense of ra was 
generalised.   
There are some noteworthy points in (4.23). In this sentence, the province is viewed as bigger 
than the village from where the man departed, and also far away from his hometown, according to 
the story. This awareness first came from the traditional viewpoint of Vietnamese people about the 
distance between their habitat and the surrounding environment. That is, there is a gradual 
expansion from a narrow and closed place to a wide, open and further place (T. T. Ly, 2005: 79). 
House is chosen to be the basic point because it is the building which humans inhabit, where we 
start and end a day. Going outside of the ‘house’ means we leave our familiar habitation, or, our 
safe stronghold. In this dissertation many examples are used in which ‘house’ is the source (overtly 
or not overtly expressed), which demonstrates the vantage point of this place in denoting spatial 
relations in Vietnamese.  
This understanding, afterwards, is applied to levels of community. It reflects the opinion of 
Vietnamese people about the width of a particular community. Living in an agriculturally based 
country, Vietnamese people in the old days spent most of their time residing in villages. They rarely 
would go out from this familiar environment. Like ‘gate’, the final barrier of a private habitation, 
luỹ tre làng ‘the village’s bamboo fence’ is the sign of protection (N. T. Tran, 1997). Thus, going 
out of the range of the village’s bamboo fence is like making a long journey in which the 
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destination of the movement is not only wide and open but very far away. Tỉnh ‘province’ or the 
capital are typical examples for these properties of the destination, as presented in (4.23) as well as 
in the following sentences: 
(4.24)  Ra         tỉnh  ngay  từ           thuở    còn  thơ,  y     chưa    lúc      nào  
 V. go out    province right PREP. from   time    still young 3S    not       time   any 
 
nghĩ      rằng   y  lại      có thể  lập  gia đình   với   một  cô gái  quê  
V. think   that   3S ADV   can form family      PREP. with  one girl      rustic  
 
như  Duyên   được 
like Duyen   ADV 
‘Having gone to the province to study since he was a young child, he never thought that he 
could get married to a rustic girl like Duyen’   
          (C. Nam) 
 
(4.25) San   là       một    con     nhà      giàu    ở         nhà quê […]. San    là  con  út.  
 San   COR    one    child   house   rich    PREP. in   village      San    COR    child youngest 
 
Y      cũng    có     được      ra    tỉnh         học 
3S      also     have  obtain    V. go out    province   study 
‘San was a child of a rich family in the village. He was the youngest. He was sent to the 
 province to study’  
           (C. Nam) 
 
Nowadays, the trace of this understanding also appears in expressions such as ra thành phố kiếm 
việc ‘go out to the city to find a job’, ra thành phố hành nghề ‘go out to the city to work’ (V. H. 
Nguyen, 2015), in which the city is considered a bigger place with a lot of opportunities. 
Related to this issue, another notable case in Vietnamese involves the expression of 
movement from Vietnam to a foreign country and from one country to another one. Apart from ra, 
đi ‘go’ is often used to express this. Compare the following instances. 
 
(4.26) a.  Hắn    ra           nước  ngoài     rồi 
      3S     V. go out   country  outside    ADV 
    ‘He already went to a foreign country’ 
 
b.  Hắn   đi     nước         ngoài      rồi 
      3S     V. go    country    outside    ADV 
     ‘He already went to a foreign country’ 
 
Though both (4.26a) and (4.26b) have similar meanings, they are not really identical. Sentence 
(4.26a) expresses the meaning of a man leaving his familiar country to venture out into the big, 
alien world of an unfamiliar nation, due to the presence of ra. In contrast, (4.26b) does not convey 
all of these meanings because đi ‘go’, lacks the implication of distance, wideness and largeness. A 
similar pattern is demonstrated in (4.27).  
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(4.27) a.   # Cô      quyết định    ra            Pháp        thăm     người    dì 
      lady       decide      V. go out    France     visit      CL         aunt 
      She decided to go to France to visit her aunt’ 
 
 b.  Cô          quyết định   đi          Pháp        thăm     người     dì 
     lady        decide          V. go    France     visit       CL   aunt 
    ‘She decided to go to France to visit her aunt’ 
 
c.   Cô          quyết định    qua/ sang    Pháp       thăm     người    dì 
lady       decide           V. cross       France    visit      CL        aunt 
     ‘She decided to go to France to visit her aunt’ 
 
Sentence (4.27a) is unacceptable because once the countries are represented by geographic names 
(Vietnam, France, etc.), a movement from this country to another is usually understood by 
Vietnamese people as a movement between two units having the same type and same level. Thus, it 
rejects the usage of ra and also the sense of ‘outside’ attached to ra. As a result, a neutral verb like 
đi ‘go’ as in (4.27b) is the right choice. Another appropriate expression for this case is the use of 
sang/ qua ‘cross’ which conveys the meaning of a movement between two equal figures, France 
and England, for instance, as expressed in (4.27c).  
Nevertheless, the expression nước ngoài (lit. country outside) may lead to an ambiguity 
because we do not know for sure whether that country is big or far. Thus, (4.26a) only indicating 
‘outside’, is ambiguous in terms of whether it also denotes ‘wide’ and ‘far’. The ‘far’ sense of ra, 
however, found in unambiguous contexts such as the following: 
 
(4.28) Cách  nào  ra          đảo  nhanh  nhất? 
 way what V. go out      island fast most 
 ‘What is the fastest way to go to the island?’  
 
(4.29) Mọi     người     đã      lên           chiếc   Vônga […] để            ra          sân bay 
every   human   ADV   V. go up   CL         Vonga        PREP. to   V. go out    airport  
 ‘Everyone got on the Volga to go to the airport’ 
           (V. K. Ma)  
 
An island is not always big, compared to the sea or the mainland. However, it is definitely far 
because we cannot easily get there in a short time, as expressed in (4.28). In this sentence, the 
distance between the island and the mainland is in focus, not the size of the island because the 
speaker was asking about the fastest way to go to the island. Thus, ra only indicates the sense of 
‘far’ in this sentence. In (4.29), the Volga is clearly mentioned as a vehicle that people used to get to 
the airport because they could not traverse the distance to the airport just by walking. The sense of 
‘far’ is overtly expressed and, therefore, eliminates the ambiguity surrounding ‘wide’.  
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In the following section, we see a special case of ra when it is used to denote the sense of 
‘north’. The concern is that we cannot find a bridging context where there is an ambiguity between 
the ‘north’ sense and another sense of ra from which this sense might be generalised. However, I 
argue that the ‘north’ sense of ra might have been extended from the sense of ‘wide’.  
 
4.2.4 North 
Path verbs indicating a cardinal direction in Vietnamese are unusual. Indeed, many other languages 
lack these entirely, so their rarity is not surprising. Examples for this sense of ra are as follows: 
 
(4.30) Lớp  này  ra         Bắc      tôi    định       về       thăm   nhà 
 time this V. go out    north   1S     intend    return  visit    family 
 ‘When I go to the north I intend to visit my family’ 
           (C. Nam) 
(4.31) Ai  chỉ  đường  cho        chúa   Nguyễn   vào  Nam  lập  nghiệp? 
 who show way PREP. for   lord     Nguyen   V. go in South  build career  
 ‘Who did Lord Nguyen consult to go to the south for his fortune?’  
           (news.zing.vn) 
Researchers so far have argued that expressions ra Bắc ‘go to the north’ and vào Nam ‘go to the 
south’ have occurred for a very long time. T. C. Nguyen ([1991] 2003) assumes that they might 
have originated from as early as the fifteenth century based on some Chinese scripts. Nguyen argues 
that ra – vào were used to describe movement between the delta region in the north and the 
mountain area in the south. After that, in the period of the Trinh and Nguyen dynasties’ war, 
Vietnam’s geography was divided into two regions, namely Đàng Trong [lit. region inside] ‘south 
region’ for the Nguyen dynasty and Đàng Ngoài [lit. region outside] ‘north region’ for the Trinh 
dynasty. Under the Nguyen dynasty, Vietnam’s geography was again divided into three regions: 
Bắc ‘north’, Trung ‘central’, and Nam ‘south’. These historical facts have an impact on the 
awareness of the south and the north for Vietnamese people, as represented in the way they use ra 
and vào to indicate movements to the south and the north (T. T. Ly, 2005: 208).  
While agreed that historical and political factors affect the usage of ra and vào in indicating 
north and south, the researchers also noticed that the geographic features of two regions may be the 
main reason leading to the mapping vào Nam, ra Bắc ‘go in to the south, go out to the north’. 
According T. C. Nguyen ([1991] 2003), in the fifteenth century, Vietnam’s territory only included a 
wide delta in the north which was the habitat for many agricultural residents, and a territory 
expanding to the south in which was a city which is located in the middle of the country today. This 
southern terrain is a result of expansionist wars. This region is full of obstacles and difficulties 
compared to the delta, it is not completely explored, and is also very narrow compared to the delta 
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in the north. This property allows the usage of ra to indicate north as a wide and open landmark, 
whereas vào indicates south as a narrow and closed landmark. As analysed in the previous section, 
Vietnamese people are always aware of the relation between their location and surrounding 
environment. Thus, ra and vào are first used to indicate the landmarks bearing such properties that 
can be indicated by these words. After that, the comprehension of a wide region compared to the 
narrow terrain might correspond to the conceptualisation of north and south in this case (T. C. 
Nguyen, ([1991] 2003: 122).  
In modern Vietnamese, vào Nam and ra Bắc only indicate cardinal directions. This 
characteristic applies to cities located in the north or the south. Below is an example in which ra 
unambiguously indicates the sense of ‘north’. 
 
(4.32) Anh ở                  Sài Gòn   ra   hát    ở             Hà Nội   đã       ba       năm   nay 
 3P     PREP. from   Saigon     V. go out  sing  PREP. at   Hanoi     PAST   three   year  this 
 ‘It has been three years since he went from Saigon to Hanoi to perform’  
           (C. H. Nguyễn) 
 
In (4.32), Saigon (Ho Chi Minh City) is a big city in the South. Hanoi is the capital located in the 
north. Ra in this sentence indicates a movement from a place in the south to a place in the north. In 
contrast, a movement from a location in the north to a location in the south will be expressed by vào 
as in (4.33). In this sentence, however, the source is not overt.  
 
(4.33) Họ    vào  Huế  dự     hội thảo 
 3P       V. go in Hue attend     conference 
 ‘They went to Hue to attend a conference’ 
 
The basis for identifying why we must use vào ‘go in’ in (4.33) is based on how Vietnamese people 
conceptualise geographic spatial relations, as discussed by T. T. Ly (2005). Below is his illustration, 
reproduced in Figure 11.   
 
 Figure 11. Direction of ra – vào within Vietnam’s territory (T.T. Ly, 2005: 209) 
 
     RA       VÀO  
  
 HANOI               HUE                                           HO CHI MINH CITY 
                     x  x x       x         x   x          
          
        
        Other cities and provinces  
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Hanoi, Hue and Ho Chi Minh City are three main points which are representatives for three regions, 
the north, centre and south of Vietnam. Apart from these three main cities, other cities are in line 
with the ra – vào direction. Therefore, if the Source is not overt as in (4.33) we still can figure it out 
based on this direction. 
Understanding this mapping is crucial to learners of Vietnamese, to use ra and vào correctly. 
Consider a situation in which a man moves from Hue, a very small and narrow city, to Ho Chi Minh 
City, a much bigger city. Logically, we should use ra to express this movement as we do with ra 
đường ‘go to the road’, ra sông ‘go to the river’ because Ho Chi Minh City is big. However, the 
correct use here is vào, indicating that there only the cardinal direction is in focus because Hue is 
located to the north of Ho Chi Minh City. Sentence (4.33) is the evidence for the unambiguous 
generalisation of ra – vào in denoting the ‘north/ south’ sense. Note that a bridging context in which 
the ‘north’ sense and the ‘wide’ sense is ambiguous does not exist, which is discussed further in 
Chapter 6.  
As be seen, ra – vào can indicate cardinal direction, but there is a restriction for using them. 
According to T. T. Ly (2005), only cities that the national highway goes through (starting at Hanoi 
and ending at Ho Chi Minh City) are eligible. However, there are many other maps in which the 
national highway is not the crucial factor. In fact, there are maps of different areas of Vietnam 
which reflect Vietnamese people’s spatial orientation in terms of other criteria. Consider the 
following sentences: 
 
(4.34) Từ           Hà Nội,  để        lên           Sa Pa,   bạn   phải    đi   qua  
PREP. from   Hanoi     PREP. in order to   V. go up   Sapa     2S      must   go   PREP. through  
 
các  cung  đường   sau 
 ART CL road  after 
 ‘From Hanoi to Sapa, you need to go through the following routes’    
            
 (4.35) [from Ho Chi Minh City] 
 
 Ra       Vũng Tàu   chơi,  bạn   nhất định     phải    ghé thăm   chợ        cá      Xóm Lưới 
 V. go out   Vung Tau   play 2S     definitely     must   visit           market   fish   Xom Luoi 
 ‘If you are travelling to Vung Tau, do not forget to visit Xom Luoi fish market’   
Sapa is a mountain city located to the north of Hanoi. As Hanoi is the extreme northern point of the 
national highway, the expression * từ Hà Nội ra Sa Pa ‘from Hanoi to Sapa’ for sentence (4.34) is 
unacceptable. Lên ‘go up’ is preferred in this case, based on the geographic features of Hanoi (at a 
delta) compared to those of Sapa (in the mountains). Similarly, the geographic properties of Ho Chi 
Minh City (a landlocked area) in comparison with Vung Tau (a seaside city) favour the use of ra 
‘go out’ in (4.35). These examples are also evidence for which to consider vào Nam ra Bắc ‘go in to 
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the south, go out to the north’ as a conventionalised idiomatic expression to denote the cardinal 
directions of south and north.  
Finally, ra – vào indicating cardinal direction is only used within the range of Vietnam’s 
geography. This again helps explain why an expression such as * ra Pháp [lit. go-out France], 
presented in example (4.27a), Section 4.2.3 of this chapter is unacceptable. Additionally, to indicate 
a movement from the north to the south of a foreign country, the orientation is based on the relation 
between the two places on a vertical axis, which is compatible to the uses of lên ‘go up’ and xuống 
‘go down’. For example, Vietnamese people will say từ Sydney xuống Melbourne [lit. from Sydney 
go-down Melbourne] because Sydney is located to the north of Melbourne. This implies that using 
ra – vào in this context is unacceptable.   
Similarly, there is a cultural basis which affects the use of ra in indicating the sense of ‘front 
and back’, as presented below.  
 
4.2.5 Front and back 
Front-back is one of the basic spatial orientations, like up-down, in-out, on-off, deep-shallow, 
central-peripheral (Talmy, ([1980] 2003: 14). An entity has a front-back orientation when it has one 
side that humans interact with and can consider the ‘front’, for instance, a house. In Vietnamese, a 
house is considered as a vantage point in a motion event, as illustrated by many examples in the 
previous sections. The front-back orientation, therefore, will be firstly examined in relation to the 
comprehension of the house in Vietnamese.  
I argue that the orientation of ‘front-back’ is generated from the comprehension of ‘far’ in 
Vietnamese. First, a house as an entity is considered as the centre, thus moving to a place in the 
front or back of a house is considered as moving away from the centre, giving rise to the 
understanding of ‘far’. This understanding is consolidated by the features of Vietnamese traditional 
houses which includes a house as the centre along with its outside parts, as illustrated by Figure 9. 
As a result, there comes ambiguous contexts in which we cannot tell which of the senses (‘far’ or 
‘front-back’) is expressed, since either the front or the back is far from the centre. To help 
demonstrate this ambiguity, let us refer to the features of a Vietnamese traditional house, as 
depicted in a diagram in Figure 12, and to the following examples.  
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    Figure 12. Model of Vietnamese traditional house 
 
 
    
 
             front garden  front yard  front patio house   rear patio  rear yard   rear garden 
 
 
 
 
(4.36) Tôi  ra   sau/trước     hè      
 1S V. go out back/front        patio      
‘I went to the patio at the back/front of the house/ ‘I went to the back/front of the patio’ 
           (N. Á. Nguyễn) 
(4.37) Nó  ra   sau/trước  vườn        
 3S V. go out back/front        garden    
‘He went to the garden at the back/front of the house’/ ‘He went to the back/front of the 
garden’ 
           (N. Á. Nguyễn) 
The context in (4.36) is ambiguous because the speaker might intend to say that he went to the rear 
or the front patio, but he could also mean that he went to the end of the patio and probably further 
than that, to the rear or front yard or the rear or front garden. Similarly, we can interpret that the 
man in (4.37) went to the rear or front garden, but also think that he might go to the end of the rear 
or front garden, which is much further than the reference point, the house. However, there are 
unambiguous contexts in which only one of the interpretations is denoted. Consider the following 
sentences: 
 
(4.38) Tôi  ra   hè sau/trước  
 1S V. go out patio back/front 
 ‘I went to the rear/front patio’ 
 
(4.39) Nó  ra   vườn       sau/trước 
 3S V. go out garden    back/front 
 ‘He went to the rear/front garden’ 
 
In these new contexts, the interpretation is that the speaker in (4.38) stopped at the rear or front 
patio while the man in (4.39) finished his movement at the rear or front garden. Ra in these 
sentences indicates a ‘far’ sense in relation to the reference point which is likely located in the front 
or back parts of the house, or at the centre of the house. In (4.38) and (4.39), the front or back 
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patios, yards, and gardens are comprehended as front or back parts of the house because the house 
is considered as the centre. However, it is the comprehension of that house as a unit with two sides, 
back and front, which generates the sense of ‘back/front’. As a result, the expression in (4.40) is 
considered to denote only the ‘back/front’senses, whereas the expression in (4.41) connotes 
something different, as illustrated in Figure 13 and the following examples. 
 
  Figure 13. ‘Front/back’ comprehension of Vietnamese traditional house 
 
           front          back 
                   front            house           back    
main house      secondary house 
 
    
(4.40)       (4.41) 
 
(4.40) Tôi  ra   sau/trước  nhà 
 1S V. go out back/front house 
 ‘I went to the rear/front of the house’ 
 
(4.41) Tôi  ra   nhà  sau/trước 
 1S V. go out house back/front 
‘I went to the house behind the main house’/ ‘I went to the house in front of the secondary 
house’ 
 
As can be seen, the structure of (4.40) is similar to (4.36) and (4.37), but the context in (4.40) is less 
ambiguous due to the comprehension of that house as a single unit having two sides, the rear and 
the front. Thus, ra in (4.40) indicates the ‘front/back’ sense. Conversely, (4.41) shares the same 
structure with (4.38) and (4.39), but instead of expressing one unit, it denotes two different entities: 
the front house (for living) and the back house (for cooking or storage). Thus, ra in this case does 
not refer to the sense of ‘front/back’ but rather to the sense of ‘far’ in the sense that the back house 
is located behind the front house, and a mover needs to pass the front house to get to it, and vice 
versa.  
Noticeably, the ‘front/back’ sense indicated by ra only applies to entities which are 
considered as a cube or a three-dimensional object such as a house or a car. This helps explain why 
the patio and garden do not convey the ‘front/back’ sense in (4.38) and (4.39), but an expression 
such as ra ghế sau xe ‘go backseat (of the car)’ does. I argue that in the case of objects conceived of 
in Vietnamese as two-dimensional, such as a patio, a bridge, or a queue whose shape is a ‘line’, ra 
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indicates the sense of ‘đầu/cuối’ [lit. top/end] ‘end-end’ instead of the ‘front/back’ sense. Consider 
Figure 14, as an illustration. 
 
       Figure 14. Ra to indicate three-dimensional objects and two-dimensional objects 
 
     trước        sau           trước     sau           đầu         cuối     đầu 
         front       back  front    back         end         end     end     
      
                          
                                           patio     cuối      
house                               bridge                                      end 
car                 wall            queue         queue 
        
As shown in Figure 14, three-dimensional objects are illustrated by a ‘box’ whereas objects deemed 
to be two-dimensional are demonstrated by a ‘line’. A wall, a door, or even a curtain is considered 
as a three-dimensional object because it has two sides, a front and a back. In contrast, a patio, a 
bridge and a queue are denoted as two-dimensional objects with two ends. Thus, in the case of a 
patio and a bridge, for instance, an appropriate expression is: ra đầu/cuối hè ‘go to the end of the 
patio’, ra đầu/cuối cầu ‘go to the end of the bridge’.  
So far, the dissertation has presented the core senses of ra as verb. ‘Outside’ is considered as 
the central sense of ra, which afterwards generates the senses of ‘wide’, followed by the extension 
to the senses of ‘far’, ‘north’, and ‘front/back’. A core network of verbal ra is diagramed in Figure 
15. 
      Figure 15. The core network of verbal ra  
 
                       front/back 
                                                          
    north                     far 
                                                 
                                
                                   wide                              
                    
            outside  
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As shown in Figure 15, ‘outside’ is the central sense of ra. From this sense, the extension has led to 
the ‘wide’ sense which afterwards generated the ‘far’ and ‘north’ senses. In its turn, the ‘far’ sense 
has generated the sense of ‘front/back’, eventually completing the network of ra. The semantic 
extension of ra demonstrates what Taylor (2012) claimed about the ways that we might seek to 
relate the meanings of a word. According to Taylor, ‘in many cases, there is the expectation that one 
meaning can be identified as basic, from which all others can be derived […], sometimes even as a 
result of a chaining process, whereby meaning B is based on A, C is based on B, and so on’ (2012: 
228).  
 
4.3 Metaphorical senses  
In Section 4.2, the central sense of ra has been examined, the sense which is ‘outside’, and an 
investigation has been conducted of the extension of ra as instances of metonymic inference, in 
order to reconstruct its core network. This technique worked well in demonstrating the semantic 
change from the central sense of ra to the senses of ‘wide’, ‘far’, ‘north’ and ‘front/back’ to work 
out how the different non-metaphorical senses of ra are linked. However, according to Sweetser 
(1990), ‘linguistic categorisation depends not just on our naming of distinctions that exist in the 
world, but also on our metaphorical and metonymic structuring of our perception of the world’ 
(1990: 9). Thus, in this section, I aim to present another type of semantic change, based on 
metaphor, to help explain the metaphorical extension of ra into abstract domains. First, let us 
consider some important points regarding metaphor.  
According to Johnson (1987), most traditional theories have treated metaphor as ‘a rhetorical 
or artistic figure of speech’, and only a few have recognised its significance as ‘a pervasive 
principle of human understanding that underlined our vast network of interrelated literal meaning’ 
(1987: 65). According to Lakoff and Johnson (1980), metaphors are more than a poetic device. 
Rather, in ordinary language humans rely on metaphors to express even their most basic ideas. 
Lakoff and Johnson found that metaphors are pervasive enough to be in thoughts and actions, 
because ‘our ordinary conceptual system, in terms of which we both think and act, is fundamentally 
metaphorical in nature’ (Lakoff and Johnson, ([1980] 2003: 3). Lakoff and Johnson therefore 
proposed the ‘conceptual metaphor’ to explain the connection between language and thought.  
Conceptual metaphor is a cognitive process in which the target domain is explained by the 
source domain. The source domain is a concrete concept such as MONEY whereas the target domain 
is usually an abstract concept such as TIME. We conceptualise time as resulting in chosen outcomes 
(being ‘spent’), allowing its use to help others (being ‘given’) and otherwise as functioning in a 
manner analogous to money, which is the basis for the conceptual metaphor TIME IS MONEY.  
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It is also stated by Sweetser (1990) that, ‘a great deal of polysemy is due to metaphorical 
usage, and that in fact not only our language, but our cognition and hence our language, operates 
metaphorically’ (1990: 8). Thus, I argue that it is not only possible to explain the metaphorical 
senses of ra based on the models of conceptual metaphor, but also to reconstruct the processes of 
extension that eventually led to the polysemy network. I will also demonstrate that the central sense 
‘outside’ is the crucial element which gives rise to the metaphorical extension of ra, in both verbal 
and prepositional networks. This will demonstrate what Sweetser (1990) contended about the 
semantic extension, that ‘words do not randomly acquire new senses’. Rather, because the new 
senses are acquired by drawing on cognitive structures, ‘the multiple synchronic senses of a given 
word will normally be related to each other in a motivated fashion’ (1990: 9). That motivation, 
according to Sweetser, is in many cases metaphorical, which is considered as a ‘source of links 
between multiple senses of a single form’ (1990: 18).  
As a verb, ra denotes certain abstract senses, namely ‘come into existence’, ‘make public’, 
and ‘moving time’, which is examined below.  
 
4.3.1 ‘Come into existence’ within the CONTAINER metaphors  
According to Lakoff and Johnson (1980), our experiences of containment begin with our own 
bodies, which can both contain (food, for example) and be contained (in a building or vehicle). 
‘Each of us is a container, with a bounding surface and an in-out orientation’ (Lakoff and Johnson, 
[(1980)] 2003: 29). From bodily experience, we conceptualise other physical objects as containers 
which are bounded by surfaces, with an inside and outside, for instance, a house. We even 
conceptualise objects which have no natural physical boundary as a container, such as a line, and 
create the boundary for them so that they have a bound surface. Then we can say expressions such 
as ‘Everyone is waiting in a line’. Above all, we conceptualise more abstract concepts such as 
events, actions, activities and states as containers (Lakoff and Johnson, [(1980)] 2003: 30). Below 
are examples of these containers, retrieved from the well-known book Metaphors We Live By.  
 
(4.42) Are you in the race on Sunday?     (event) 
(4.43) How did you get into window-washing as a profession?   (action) 
(4.44) I get a lot of satisfaction out of washing windows   (activity) 
(4.45) We’re out of trouble now      (state) 
 
(Lakoff and Johnson, [(1980)] 2003: 31-32) 
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In my view, the concept of the container metaphors is the basis for an explanation for many of the 
metaphorical senses of ra. Since the nucleus sense of ra is ‘outside’, it obviously denotes the 
container concept of ‘out of a location in relation to a container’, knowing that the container can be 
related to an event, an action, or a state. For example, the metaphor STATES ARE LOCATIONS helps 
explain the metaphorical use of ra in contexts such as the following: 
 
(4.46) Tôi  cố  giúp  anh   ta  ra        khỏi   mặc cảm 
 1S try help older brother DEM V. go out    PREP. out of complex 
 ‘I tried to help him get out of his complex’ 
 
(4.47) [Name of a song] 
Hãy  ra          khỏi   người     đó  đi! 
 IMP V. go out     PREP. out of human    that PAR 
 
 [Lit. get out of your boy-girl friend]  
‘Get out of (the sorrow in) the relationship’  
           (M. Q. Phan) 
A complex is a state. Likewise, an unhappiness in a relationship is a state. Sentence (4.46) expresses 
the effort of a man helping his friend get out of the state of a complex. In (4.47), we do not 
comprehend that one is getting out of the body of another but the abstract domain here is a 
relationship, particularly, getting out of the bad state in that relationship. These examples 
demonstrate the conceptual metaphor STATES ARE LOCATIONS, which gives rise to the 
comprehension of ra as going out of a certain state.  
Not only states, but visual fields are a type of containers. Lakoff and Johnson (1980) argue 
that our visual field is a container and we conceptualise what we see ‘as being inside of it’. 
Meaning, when we look at an object, our field of vision will define the part that we can see, or the 
boundary of such a territory. This conception is reflected in expressions such as ‘The ship is coming 
into view’, or ‘He’s out of sight now’, which shapes the conceptual metaphor VISUAL FIELDS ARE 
CONTAINERS (Lakoff and Johnson, [1980] 2003: 30). In the case of ra, it denotes an appearance of 
things/objects that come into our visual field, so we can, in a way, capture them. The most visible 
instance is an appearance of parts of plants such as flowers in bloom, trees sending out leaves or an 
appearance of fruits. The following instances demonstrate this point.  
 
(4.48) Cây   hoa        hồng   đang    ra     hoa  
CL     flower    pink   CONT   V. go out   flower 
‘The rose is blooming’ 
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(4.49) Cây  phong  ra        lá     xanh     mướt      trên            phố   
 tree birch V. go out   leaf    green   smooth   PREP. on    street  
 ‘The birch on the street sent out smooth leaves’  
            
(4.50) Cây  sung ra          quả     chi chít    ở    thân 
 tree     fig V. go out      fruit    dense      PREP. at   trunk 
 ‘The cluster fig produces a lot of fruits on its trunk’   
 
Putting aside the encyclopaedic knowledge which helps us explain the growth of plants at every 
stage, a normal observation is enough to recognise a change, for instance, from buds to flowers in 
(4.48), from bare branches to young leaves in (4.49), from the trunk of a cluster fig tree to the figs 
themselves in (4.50).  
I argue that the sense of ‘coming into existence’ is correlative to the sense of ‘outside’. That 
is, it assumes a conversion from the interior to the exterior, from the invisible to the visible. 
Likewise, the appearance of a newspaper or writing is in the range of the visual field because we 
know it to exist.  
 
(4.51) Tôi  đang    soạn        giở         một   cuốn   tiểu thuyết  để       kịp        đăng  
1S     ADV     prepare   incomplete   one   CL        novel          PREP. in order to   timely   place 
 
vào       tờ    tạp chí       của  anh    Quang   mới  được    phép           ra 
PREP. in    CL   magazine   PREP. of brother  Quang   just   obtain  permission    V. go out 
‘I was writing a novel to place in Mr. Quang’s magazine which has just got the permission 
to publish it’  
           (C. Nam) 
(4.52) Hắn   băn khoăn   nghĩ     đến     một   tác phẩm     nó    sẽ      làm     mờ         hết   các 
3S       wonder        think   PREP. about   one    writing        3S     ADV   make   blurred   all    CL 
 
tác phẩm   khác         cùng    ra     một    thời 
writing      different   same   V. go out   one    time 
 ‘He thought about a written work which is greater than any others published at the same 
time’  
            (C. Nam) 
 
Ra meaning ‘coming into existence’ as in sentences from (4.48) through (4.52) often occurs in an 
idiomatic form which is ra đời ‘was born/come into world’, presented in (4.53) and (4.54). In this 
case, we conceptualise the birth of a baby or a product as within our vision, and the world is a 
CONTAINER OBJECT.  
 
(4.53) Con tôi      ra  đời ở  đây 
 child 1S       V. go out life     PREP. at   here 
 ‘My kid was born here’ 
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(4.54) Máy         tính  bảng  ra         đời      năm    2010 
 machine      caculate  boad V. go out    life      year    2010 
 ‘The Ipad appeared in 2010’ 
 
Only if we consider this world as a container, we might be able to explain why ra ‘out’ and vào ‘in’, 
which might appear to be opposites, can denote roughly the same thing, as demonstrated in (4.55).  
 
(4.55) a. Hắn     ra   đời  năm  mười  sáu  tuổi 
     3S    V. go out life year ten six age 
     ‘He came into society at the age of sixteen’ 
 
 b. Hắn    vào   đời  năm  mười  sáu  tuổi 
     3S         V. go in life year ten six age 
    ‘He came into society at the age of sixteen’ 
 
The two sentences in (4.55) both mean that the youth first made his debut in society when he was 
sixteen. A very subtle difference in these sentences is that in (4.55a), ra denotes the process of 
leaving a place familiar to him, which is likely his family, to come into society which is strange to 
him, and it was not his own wish at the time. Whereas, vào in (4.55b) raises the meaning of 
launching into the sea of social life. In the two cases, the metaphor STATES ARE LOCATIONS is the 
same, but the ‘container’ is a different state in each case (the family versus society).  
In the above examples, we see the entailment of container CONTAINER metaphors: VISUAL 
FIELDS ARE CONTAINERS and STATES ARE LOCATIONS. These conceptual metaphors refer to the 
spatial and emotional domains of experience. Lakoff and Johnson (1980) also note another domain 
of experience, which is social. That is, once a social group is structured and conceptualised as a 
container, there will arise the conceptual metaphor SOCIAL GROUPS ARE CONTAINERS ([1980] 2003: 
60). Consider the following sentences. 
 
(4.56) Một  hội  viên   ra   hội      
one group member V. go out group 
‘A member left the group’ (He is no longer a group member)    
    
(4.57) Ra          trường,       đang        xin     việc  
V. go out       university    ADV       ask     job 
 ‘(I) have just graduated, (and am) now in the period of applying for a job’  
(P. Hoàng) 
(4.58) Họ  quyết định  ra   riêng 
3P decide  V. go out private  
‘They decided to live separately (from their big family)’ 
 
Sentence (4.56) describes one who left the society where he used to be a member. Sentence (4.57) 
indicates one who no longer belongs to a university, because he graduated. Likewise, sentence 
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(4.58) denotes that these people no longer stay with others in the same place. These sentences do 
not express a physical action for us to claim that one is moving out of a location. Instead, their 
existence in those locations has vanished. Thus, we should say the trajectors are more likely to be 
out of a state than a physical landmark: the state that they are no longer a member of a society, a 
university, or a big family. 
So far, we have seen that the CONTAINER metaphors help explain the metaphorical extensions 
of ra in spatial, social and emotional domains of experience. Rooted in the concept ‘outside,’ which 
indicates a physical movement from inside to outside in the spatial domain, the concepts of ‘coming 
into existence’ and ‘leaving’ are metaphorically structured and conceptualised through the 
CONTAINER metaphors. I return to the containment metaphors later in Section 4.3.3 of this chapter 
to examine the sense of ra that applies to time. The next concern is to examine other metaphorical 
meanings that ra expresses in the function of a verb.  
 
4.3.2 ‘Make public’ – The CONDUIT metaphor and the conceptual metaphor KNOWING IS SEEING 
So far, all the examples of ra presented in the previous section have been characterised within the 
concept of CONTAINER metaphors. In those examples, ra does not denote any relation involving 
objects, but rather a change of state, or an appearance of things. That is, ra behaves as an 
intransitive verb. However, to express the sense of ‘make public’, there will be a need for an actor 
to make something occur. Lakoff and Johnson (1999) mention one kind of metaphor which they call 
the OBJECT EVENT-STRUCTURE metaphor. This takes place in the domain of an event in which the 
object is a focus. This conceptualisation helps explain why ra behaves as a transitive verb when 
denoting the ‘make public’ sense, compared to an intransitive ra when expressing the ‘come into 
existence’ and ‘leave’ senses, as presented above. Consider the following sentences.  
 
(4.59) Họ  đã  ra   một  thông cáo  báo chí  
3P  ADV  V. go out  one  release  press 
‘They issued a press release’ 
 
(4.60) Họ  ra          những  điều kiện      không thể   chấp nhận  được  
3P  V. go out     ART  condition      cannot     accept  obtain 
‘They laid down unacceptable conditions’ 
 
(4.61) Anh ta   chỉ  ra        bài tập     và      bắt         em    tự        làm   một  mình 
3S         only  V. go out   homework     CONJ     force      1S      self     do     one PRO 
‘He only gave me homework and forced me to do it myself’  
          (T. Dương) 
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We conceptualise a press release as information rather than a piece of paper, as in (4.59), though the 
paper may be conceptualised as the physical container for the information. Likewise, in (4.60) we 
conceptualise homework as knowledge which needs to be learnt or acquired rather than a physical 
notebook or sheet. We definitely do not see conditions as a visual object, as in (4.61). Thus, these 
examples all relate to the abstract domain involving how one transfers ideas, the abstract objects, to 
one another. I argue that we can use the CONDUIT metaphor to explain the use of ra in sentences 
from (4.59) to (4.61), knowing that ‘human language functions like a conduit enabling the transfer 
of repertoire from one individual to another’ (Reddy, 1979: 311). In other words, we conceptualise 
COMMUNICATING IS SENDING (also called the CONDUIT metaphor, Reddy 1979). In the case of ra, the 
speakers ‘make public’ ideas or information, then transfer this to the listeners, which is compatible 
to the core sense of ‘outside’. The listeners can be an overt individual as in (4.611), but can be 
covert and seem to be the public, as in (4.59) and (4.60). In idiomatic expressions such as ra hiệu 
[lit. go-out sign] ‘make a sign’, ra dấu [lit. go-out sign] ‘make a sign’, ra lệnh [lit. go-out 
command] ‘give an order’, the CONDUIT metaphor serves well as an explanation.   
In the following examples, ra also has the ‘make public’ sense, but the CONDUIT metaphor is 
not suitable to explain its metaphorical use. I argue that the conceptual metaphor KNOWING IS 
SEEING (MetaNet Wiki) is appropriate, illustrated below.  
 
(4.62) Ứng cử  viên     ra   mắt  cử tri 
nominate person    V. go out eye voter 
‘The candidates presented themselves to the voters’ 
 
(4.63) Cuốn  sách  ra   mắt  bạn  đọc 
CL book V. go out eye friend read 
‘The book was introduced to the readers’ 
 
(4.64) Buổi  biểu diễn     ra     mắt     của   đoàn  nghệ thuật  
time perform       V. go out    eye     PREP. of group art 
‘(This is the first time) the group of artists presented the performance to the public’  
It is true that when we ‘see’ someone, we simultaneously ‘know’ them (at least their appearance). 
This is the case demonstrated from (4.62) through (4.64). That is, the voters only know the 
candidates if they can see them (mostly) in person. The public know the existence of the drama 
group by watching them perform. Likewise, the readers know about a new book released when they 
see it in the presentation. In her investigation of a metaphorical OUT, Lindner (1982) provides a 
diagram which I consider a good example to demonstrate the relevant portion of the conceptual 
metaphor KNOWING IS SEEING, as shown in Figure 16. 
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      Figure 16. Lindner’s figure for OUT in the cognitive domain (1982: 311) 
 
 
 
Since the expressions from (4.62) to (4.64) are generalised in an idiomatic way, it is not difficult to 
derive the relation between ‘seeing’ and ‘knowing’. But the conceptual metaphor KNOWING IS 
SEEING can help explain the expressions in (4.65) and (4.66), which are not at all idiomatic.  
  
(4.65) Sau   khi  đỗ       Thái học sinh,   Nguyễn Trãi   ra    làm  quan 
PREP. after   time     pass     doctor   Nguyen Trai   V. go out do mandarin 
‘After getting the doctoral degree, Nguyen Trai was appointed the title of mandarin’ 
            
(4.66) Tôi   tưởng   anh   có        tiền,         thì         tôi    thu xếp     cho            anh     ra               
 1S      think    2S      have      money    CONJ      1S      arrange     PREP. for    2S     V. go out    
 
mà      làm  hương      trưởng  
 CONJ   do village     chief 
 ‘I thought you have money, so I can arrange for you to be the village chief’ 
            (C. Nam) 
 
These two sentences demonstrate a traditional view of Vietnamese people in terms of position and 
fame in feudal society. There were three main levels: the king and royal family, the mandarins, and 
the civilians. If a (male) civilian was able to pass the examinations, his name would appear on the 
roll of honour, and he would be granted the title of mandarin. As a result, he was seen and known. 
Even in the smallest community such as a village, the need to be ‘seen’ and ‘known’ was not less 
strong. An ordinary person would forever be hidden inside his home until he had a chance to show 
off as a village chief. These examples demonstrate that KNOWING IS SEEING is the root for the 
comprehension of ra with respect to the ‘make public’ sense.   
In the following, I examine the metaphorical sense of ra in indicating time, which I argue is 
the point that makes the semantics of verb and preposition look somewhat different.  
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4.3.3 Time 
4.3.3.1 The metaphor TIME AS SPACE and two models of temporal representation 
Many scholars have concerned themselves with time as well as the relation between the temporal 
domain and the spatial domain. Evans (2003) has elaborated on the intricacies of our concept of 
time. While time is so fundamental that we cannot imagine ‘how our world of experience might be 
like in the absence of time’, it is ‘elaborated at the conceptual level in non-temporal terms’ (Evans, 
2003: 3). That is, we conceptualise time as a more abstract domain, as distinct from space, which is 
a more concrete domain. According to Radden (2003), we may think of time as an object which can 
move up or down, left or right, as we do. As a result, the mapping of space onto time imparts new 
meanings onto temporal notions (2003: 226). This is a metaphorical process, in which ‘those 
aspects of time that are specified through spatial metaphors will be shaped by the metaphors used’ 
(Boroditsky, 2000: 4). For example, as an object in the spatial domain can have a front and back 
side, we may understand that if we are at the deictic centre, time can be in front of or behind us, as 
illustrated below.  
(4.67) In the week ahead of us 
(4.68) That’s all behind us now     
(Lakoff and Johnson, [1980] 2003: 41) 
Another concern relative to the conceptualisation of TIME AS SPACE is the role of motion in the 
development and elaboration of temporal concepts (Evans, 2003). Lakoff and Johnson (1980) argue 
that motion and spatial concepts metaphorically structure temporal concepts, which is what enables 
us to experience time.  
So far, scholars have suggested two major models to represent time dynamically. Lakoff and 
Johnson (1980) propose that there is one model to describe time as moving, and another for 
describing time as stationary but experiencers as moving. They generalise these models as two 
conceptual metaphors which are TIME IS A MOVING OBJECT for the former and TIME IS STATIONARY 
AND WE MORE THROUGH IT for the latter. Grady (1997a) represents these two conceptual metaphors 
as TIME IS THE MOTION OF OBJECTS and TIME IS (MOTION ALONG) A PATH (Evans, 2003: 63). These 
concepts can be reduced to MOVING TIME and MOVING EGO. When we say Christmas has come, we 
conceptualise time as moving to us, which is MOVING TIME. We conceptualise time as stationary if 
we say We’re approaching the end of the year, which is MOVING EGO (Lakoff and Johnson, 1980). 
Figure 17 clarifies these concepts further. 
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Figure 17. MOVING EGO and MOVING TIME (Boroditsky, 2000: 5) 
 
      
 
As we can see, in (a) time is stationary and the ego moves in the direction of the future. Conversely, 
the ego is stationary in (b) whereas time is moving towards him. According to Boroditsky, in the 
MOVING EGO metaphor, the ego is also the observer who progresses along the timeline toward the 
future. In the MOVING TIME metaphor, conversely, a timeline is conceived as a river and events are 
moving from the future to the past (Boroditsky, 2000: 5). 
 I argue that Vietnamese people use both these models to conceptualise time with respect to 
ra. In cases where ra functions as a verb, the model MOVING TIME is applied, and when MOVING EGO 
is presented, ra is in the form of a preposition. Yet the difference between these concepts is very 
subtle. I argue that this is because there is a considerable restriction for ra in coding time, which is 
sophisticated. The following discussion demonstrates this.  
 
4.3.3.2 MOVING TIME 
The conceptualisation that time is a moving object is common in Vietnamese, as demonstrated in 
the following examples: 
 
(4.69) Em  ơi  mùa xuân  đến        rồi   đó! 
2S PAR  spring  V. come     already PAR 
‘Darling, the spring has come!’ 
 
(4.70) Năm  mới  đã  sang         
year new    ADV V. cross 
‘A new year has come’ 
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(4.71) Thu  qua   đông   tới     
autum V. cross winter  V. come 
‘The autumn has gone, the winter has come’ 
 
(4.72) Thời gian  trôi  như  nước  chảy  qua       cầu 
time  flow like water flow PREP. through     bridge 
‘Time flows like water flowing under a bridge’  
 
(4.73) Thời gian  ngừng   lại 
time  V. pause ADV 
‘Time stands still’ 
  
There is no question that in the above sentences, it is time which is the moving object. We humans 
are just the observers watching time coming to us and eventually passing by. Path verbs are often 
the means used to indicate time as a moving object. However, not all path verbs can indicate time, 
as well as some having restrictions in doing so, such as ra. This is demonstrated by examining the 
combination between ten path verbs and the most basic time units in Vietnamese, categorised into 
three groups. Group One consists of the concepts of seasons: ‘spring’, ‘summer’, ‘autumn’ and 
‘winter’. Group Two comprises the concepts of ‘day’, ‘week’, ‘month’, and ‘year’. Group Three 
involves different times of the day: ‘morning’, ‘noon’, ‘afternoon’, ‘evening’ and ‘night’. As the 
difference in meaning between đến ‘arrive’ and tới ‘arrive’ to indicate seasons is very delicate (tới 
is considered as a dialectical version of đến, see P. Hoang, 2003), they have been grouped together, 
as the distinction between them is outside the scope of this thesis. Conversely, the meanings of sang 
‘cross’ and qua ‘cross’ in some cases are obvious, which makes it sensible to separate them. Table 6 
illustrates the first of these points.  
 
   Table 6. Combination of path verbs with seasons 
 
              ra              vào         lên   xuống          sang        qua         về             đến/tới           lại  
                      ‘go out’     ‘go in’    ‘go up’  ‘go down’    ‘cross’     ‘cross’     ‘return’    ‘arrive’      ‘return’ ‘arrive’ 
 
xuân           -     - -               -                +            +            +              +                    * 
‘spring’ 
hạ/ hè           -               -            -               -                +            +            +              +                    - 
‘summer’ 
thu                  -               -            -               -                +            +            +              +                    - 
‘autumn’ 
đông                -               -            -               -                +            +            +              +                    - 
‘winter’  
 
 
As Table 6 indicates, only four path verbs have the ability to combine with the ‘season’ concept, 
sang ‘cross’, qua ‘cross’, về ‘return’ and đến/tới ‘arrive’. For denoting seasons, lại ‘return/arrive’ is 
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not common in modern Vietnamese, illustrated by the asterisk. Notably, the distinctions that make 
these four words different in the spatial domain have to some extent faded away in the temporal 
domain, enabling us to categorise them into two groups which indicate the meanings of ‘come’ and 
‘go’. They are sang, về and đến/tới for the former and qua for the later. As a result, we have 
expressions such as the following. 
 
(4.74) Đông     đã       sang/        về/  đến/  tới 
winter     ADV      cross        return     arrive arrive 
‘The winter has come’ 
 
(4.75) Đông     đã       qua 
winter     ADV      cross 
‘The winter has gone’ 
 
As seen, ra cannot combine with any of the seasons. I argue that this is because the seasons 
circulate in a closed loop, which in turn prevents ra’s ability to denote the sense of ‘outside’. As a 
moving object, seasons come, stay, are gone, and then come back in an endless cycle. Thus, it is 
odd to imagine that one of them can be ‘outside’ of this.  
Therefore, we need to see whether ra can combine with a shorter unit of time, for example, 
day or week. If ra still cannot go with these time units, then there must be strict restrictions applied 
to ra. Consider Table 7 in which ten path verbs are separated according to their flexibility in 
demonstrating time.   
 
   Table 7. Combination of path verbs with ‘day’, ‘week’, ‘month’ and ‘year’ 
     
              ra              vào         lên   xuống          sang        qua         về             đến        tới              lại   
                      ‘go out’     ‘go in’    ‘go up’  ‘go down’    ‘cross’     ‘cross’     ‘return’    ‘arrive’   arrive   ‘return/arrive’ 
 
ngày           -     - -               -                +*            +            -            +*            +               - 
‘day’ 
tuần           -               -            -               -                -              +            -             +*            +               - 
‘week’ 
tháng              -               -            -               -                 -             +            -             +*             +              - 
‘month’ 
năm                -               -            -               -                +*            +           +*          +*             +              - 
‘year’  
 
 
From the table, we again see that four path verbs, sang ‘cross’, qua ‘cross’, về ‘return’ and tới 
‘arrive,’ are productive. However, while qua ‘cross’ and tới ‘arrive’ are widely used to indicate 
time, there are restrictions in using sang ‘cross’, đến ‘arrive’ and về ‘return’, as illustrated by the 
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asterisks. Put another way, it requires more specifics to allow these verbs to reference units of time, 
such as Một ngày mới đã sang/đến/về ‘A new day has come’, compared to * Một ngày đã 
sang/đến/về ‘A day has come’. As we have seen, these restrictions do not apply to the seasons but to 
a day, week, month and year. I argue that the movement of days, for instance, is from one to 
another, in other words the set remains the same. Extra information is needed to distinguish their 
properties, for example, whether a new day or an old day is referred to. In comparison, each season 
is distinguishable by its own properties, so extra information is not required for each. 
Significantly, in the case of potential qua ‘cross’ and tới ‘arrive’, there are more meanings 
added, and these are also changed after grammaticalisation. As qua ‘cross’ indicates the sense of 
‘gone’, it thereby metaphorically expresses ‘the past’. Likewise, tới ‘arrive’ firstly denotes the sense 
of ‘come’, which later allows it to express ‘the future’. Consider the following examples.   
 
(4.76) a. Ngày  qua   ngày  lại  qua   ngày 
   day  V. cross day ADV V. cross day 
   ‘Day’s gone and gone’ 
 
b. Mấy  ngày  qua   em  ở     đâu? 
    ART  day ADJ. past 2S V. stay    where 
    ‘Where were you in the last few days?’ 
 
(4.77) a. Tháng  chạp   sắp  tới   rồi 
    month December ADV V. arrive PAR 
   ‘December is about to come’ 
 
b. Chúng ta  sẽ  làm  gì  vào   tháng     tới? 
    3P  ADV do what PREP. in month    ADJ. next 
   ‘What are we going to do in the next month?’  
 
Again, we do not see the presence of ra in marking time. The conceptualisation of a year as a circle 
with days, weeks and months consecutively following one another might be the reason for limiting 
the use of ra. The only case I found ra indicating time as a moving object is within the range of day, 
the morning. Apart from ra, five other verbs indicate the time of day, as summarised in Table 8. 
Note that in this case, qua ‘cross’ indicates ‘the past’ sense such as ngày qua [lit. day cross] 
‘yesterday’ while về ‘return’ and đến ‘arrive’ express the ‘coming’ sense and the ‘future’ sense, 
such as ngày tới ‘(a new) day came’ and ‘tomorrow’.  
 
 
 
 
 
147
 134 
   Table 8. Combination of path verbs with times of a day  
 
              ra              vào         lên   xuống          sang        qua         về             đến/tới           lại  
                      ‘go out’     ‘go in’    ‘go up’  ‘go down’    ‘cross’     ‘cross’     ‘return’    ‘arrive’      ‘return’ ‘arrive’ 
 
sáng           +     - -               -                -             +              -              -                    - 
‘morning’ 
trưa            -              -           -               -                -              +             -              -                     - 
‘noon’ 
chiều                -              -           -              +               +              +             +              +                    - 
‘afternoon’ 
tối                    -              -            -              -                -               +              -             +                    - 
‘evening’  
đêm             -             -            -              +               -               +             +             +                    -    
‘night’ 
 
 
As Table 8 shows, ra indicates the morning, coded by the structure sáng ra [lit. bright go out] ‘the 
morning comes’, as demonstrated in (4.78).  
 
(4.78) Sáng    ra,   Fernando     giả vờ  quên  chuyện   xích mích  tối      qua 
bright    V. go out Fernando     pretend  forget story      disagree evening   pass 
‘In the morning, Fernando pretended to forget that they were in a disagreement with each 
other the night before’  
          (T. Dương) 
We know the morning arrives when we see the brightness replacing the darkness, and afterwards 
the coming of the sunlight. ‘Bright’ or ‘sunlight’ are the properties of the sun, and the brightness of 
the sun is the representation for the morning in this case. In (4.78), we see the metonymy of PART 
FOR WHOLE in which the contiguity between the brightness of the sun and the morning enables us to 
say sáng ra to indicate the morning. I argue that we can also explain the conceptualisation ‘bright 
came out’ based on the conceptual metaphor VISUAL FIELDS ARE CONTAINERS. This means we see 
the transformation from the darkness to the brightness as the sun and its rays come into our visual 
field. This conceptualisation is promoted by the expression tối qua [lit. dark pass] ‘the night’s 
gone’/ ‘last night’ in the sense that the night leaves for the morning to appear. Therefore, we can 
illustrate sentence (4.78) schematically as Figure 18. 
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                   Figure 18. Sáng ra – ‘bright come out’ 
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Accordingly, the conceptualisation of night as darkness gives rise to xuống to indicate the sense ‘go 
down’. We can say chiều xuống [lit. afternoon go down] ‘the afternoon came’ and đêm xuống [lit. 
night go down] ‘the night came’ because we can see the sun go down, apparently followed by a 
sheet of darkness that covers the sky. It is less bright in the afternoon when the sun goes down and 
when the sun disappears at night it is quite dark. The fact of the sun rising up and going down in 
front of our eyes allows us to say chiều xuống ‘afternoon went down’, ‘đêm xuống ‘night went 
down’, ngày lên ‘day went up’, nắng lên ‘sunlight went up’ and so forth.  
The cases of ra ‘go out’ and xuống ‘go-down’ seem to demonstrate the in-out and up-down 
orientation of the timeline, respectively. However, this is unusual in terms of what we often think 
about in regard to time. According to Radden (2003), ‘the longitudinal axis with its front-back 
orientation apparently captures our experience of time better than either the vertical axis with a top-
down orientation or the lateral axis with a left-right orientation’, and ‘in Western cultures, the front-
back orientation predominates in temporal scenes’ because ‘we do not see a vertical or lateral 
movement underlying temporal expressions’ (2003: 228). Radden, however, has shown that the 
vertical axis is commonly applied to conceptualise time in Chinese. That is, earlier times are viewed 
as ‘up’ and later times as ‘down’ in this language. Shànyuè [lit. up-month] ‘last month’ and xiàyuè 
[lit. down-month] ‘next month’ are examples provided (2003: 228). The cases of ra ‘go out’ and 
xuống ‘go-down’ in Vietnamese, however, are not systematic enough to impinge on the 
predominance of the in-out and up-down orientation of the timeline. It is rather the visual field 
experience in terms of the fact that we see the sun comes and goes which results in the usage of ra 
‘go out’ and xuống ‘go-down’ to indicate the morning and the night/evening.  
Therefore, I argue that Vietnamese people conceptualise events as separate entities in motion 
which can move in two ways: go around in a circle, or change from one span of time to another in a 
front-back sequence with respect to the viewpoint of the observer. As time is moving by itself, the 
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observer is positioned outside the sequence of time units but he can witness all the changes, which I 
argue reflects the egocentric perspective, as illustrated in Figure 19.  
     Figure 19. Egocentric perspective in time orientation in Vietnamese  
             circle              front-back  
seasons                days/ weeks/ months/ years/ seasons     
  spring 
            autumn        summer         ß              ß         ß  
   winter            PAST      PRESENT      FUTURE    
                             VIEWPOINT                 back    VIEWPOINT     front                        
   (a)          (b)                        
The orientation of the timeline as a circle applies to the case of seasons because seasons come, leave 
and return in a cyclical way, as illustrated in Figure 19a. Figure 19b demonstrates the front-back 
orientation as the ego is facing the future, enabling him to comprehend the future as in front of him 
and the past as behind. Based on this understanding, we can also use the front-back orientation to 
indicate seasons as if they were moving in a line, as in xuân này ‘this spring’, xuân qua ‘last 
spring’, xuân tới ‘next spring’. In the case of the time units within a day, as discussed above, the 
orientation is out for ra and up-down for lên ‘go up’ and xuống ‘go down’, based on the observation 
on the changes of the sun. Notably, while the expression sáng ra [lit. bright go out] ‘morning came’ 
is acceptable, the expressions tối vào [lit. dark go in] ‘night came’ or đêm vào [lit. night go in] 
‘night came’ do not make sense. I argue that the observation of the sun as a source of light might 
metonymically structure the change of day from the morning to the evening or night, whereas the 
absence of an analogous entity that brings darkness prevents the usage of tối vào [lit. dark go in] 
‘night came’ and đêm vào [lit. night go in] ‘night came’. Yet an expression such as đêm về [lit. night 
return] ‘night came’ is common. Unfortunately, we do not have the historical data to argue whether 
đêm về is a variant of đêm vào. The expression đêm về ‘night return’, however, does make sense 
because it denotes a rotation from the brightness of daytime to the darkness of nighttime. Thus, it 
somewhat supports our understanding about an in-out orientation in Vietnamese. The following 
examples demonstrate all of these orientations in Vietnamese: a circular orientation in (4.79), a 
front-back orientation in (4.80), and in a very restricted combination: an out orientation in (4.81) 
and an up-down orientation in (4.82).  
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(4.79) circular orientation 
Xuân      đến,  xuân  đi  rồi  xuân  lại  về 
 spring     V. come spring V. go CONJ spring ADV V. return 
 ‘The spring’s come and gone over and over again’ 
(4.80) front-back orientation 
Chúc  em    năm    nay   thành công    hơn     năm     qua  và  năm  tới       còn  
 wish 2S     year    this    success    more    year    past CONJ year next     even 
 
thành công  hơn  nữa 
success more PAR 
‘(I) wish that for you this year is more successful than last year but next year is even more 
successful’ 
(4.81) out orientation 
Sáng  ra   là  cô  dậy  sớm  nấu nướng  
bright V. go out COP lady get up early cook 
‘She got up early to cook when the sun has just risen’ 
(4.82) up-down orientation 
a. Đêm      tàn   ngày  lên 
    night     dying day V. go up 
   ‘Night has gone, day has come’ 
 
b. Chiều  xuống   trên         dòng  sông  quê   em 
    afternoon V. go down PREP. on     CL  river hometown 1S 
 
    [lit. The afternoon went down on the river in my hometown] 
   ‘The afternoon went (at sunset) on the river in my hometown’ 
 
As we have seen, of the temporal expressions examined in this section, verbal ra can only be 
associated with sáng ‘bright/ morning’ to indicate time. We therefore need to see how many 
temporal expressions prepositional ra can accompany, which is presented in Chapter 5.   
 
4.4 Conclusion 
In this chapter, verbal ra has been examined closely to work out its many related senses. I have 
demonstrated that a path verb like ra has gone through a semantic extension from the central sense 
of indicating motion to an outside area to a wider area, a location to the north, a distant location, and 
a position to the front or the back of a region. The extensions have been examined as instances of 
invited inferencing (Traugott and Dasher, 2002). The polysemy of ra comes from the appearance of 
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ra in a new context, in which it invites an inference of a new meaning together with the earlier 
meanings of ra. Thereafter comes another context in which the older meaning disappears, leaving a 
new meaning that is unambiguous. As a result, ra becomes a polysemous word whose senses are 
related and generated by the primary sense. Through the metonomy inference technique, the core 
network of verbal ra has been reconstructed, as illustrated in Figure 15. The metaphorical senses of 
ra have then been examined, showing the strong development of the metaphorical extensions. By 
utilising well-known conceptual metaphors such as VISUAL FIELDS ARE CONTAINERS, KNOWING IS 
SEEING, MOVING TIME and others, I have analysed some of the more abstract senses of ra, 
comprising ‘coming into existence’ (VISUAL FIELDS ARE CONTAINERS), ‘making public’ (KNOWING IS 
SEEING), and ‘time moving’ (MOVING TIME). Notably, all the metaphorical senses of ra are linked to 
the central sense ‘outside’, showing that although ra expresses an array of multiple related senses, 
all can be traced back to the same originating meaning.  
The semantic network of verbal ra is illustrated in Figure 20 below. 
 
                                          Figure 20. Semantic network of verbal ra  
 
          time moving  
 
                                    front/back 
               make public 
                                                                                 
                    
                                          outside     far            north 
                  
                
                  wide 
come into existence         
                            
As can be seen in Figure 20, ‘outside’ is the central sense, illustrated by its central position in the 
diagram. The core senses of ra are in bold in which each of the bridging context that leads to the 
extension is presented in Section 4.2. The metaphorical senses are in italics and each sense is 
presented in Section 4.3 of this chapter. This semantic network of verbal ra will then be compared 
with that of prepositional ra in the next chapter.  
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Chapter 5 Semantics of prepositions 
5.1 Introduction 
X. H. Cao (2001) and K. Phan ([1955] 2004) argue that prepositions derived from nouns and verbs 
retain most of the meanings of the nouns and verbs they evolved from. Taking ra as an example, I 
agree with these scholars that prepositional ra inherits much of the senses of its original verb. To 
demonstrate this, the relevant contexts are examined in this chapter to show how the polysemy 
networks of verb ra and preposition ra are indistinguishable when prepositional ra expresses the 
core senses of the verb. Similarly, the metaphorical uses of prepositional ra are examined to see to 
what extent the metaphorical senses of the verb ra are transferred to the preposition ra. Ambiguous 
contexts in which it is possible to claim that prepositional ra denotes more than one sense are 
examined, followed by unambiguous contexts where only one sense is denoted. This illustrates how 
these (concrete) extended senses could have arisen from the more central ones via invited 
inferencing in ambiguous contexts. The abstract senses of prepositional ra, in contrast, are analysed 
as metaphorical extensions, whereby it is explained that these are mostly focused on container 
metaphors. 
Since the core meanings of the preposition are similar to those of the verb, the description for 
the preposition ra will be less detailed than that for the verb ra, in order to avoid repetition. The 
focus of the analysis of prepositional ra is mainly concerned with the ‘outside’ and ‘wide’ senses 
based on a variety of contexts where prepositional ra expresses these senses. In contrast, the other 
senses are grouped into one sub-section due to the analogy between the core senses of the verb and 
the preposition, which are identical for these two parts of speech. For this group, the description 
involves the sense of ‘far’, ‘north’ and ‘front/back’, which is discussed in further detail in the 
previous chapter. Similarly, the study presents a general investigation of the metaphorical senses 
that the preposition shares with the verb, and then focuses on one sense only denoted exclusively by 
the preposition.  
 
5.2 Concrete senses  
5.2.1 Outside 
In Chapter 4, I have presented the result of my investigation on the frequency of the ‘outside’ sense 
of verbal ra, displayed in Table 5. This sense accounts for a remarkable number of examples, 
indicating that ‘outside’ is the central sense. A similar investigation has been done for prepositional 
ra, with a similar outcome, the sense of ‘outside’ still dominates. The latter is summarised in Table 
9, which can then be compared with the analogous results for the former, presented in Table 10. 
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      Table 9. The frequency of the ‘outside’ sense for prepositional ra 
 
                       C. Nam            V. K. Ma       N. Á. Nguyễn         T. Dương 
 
 outside    28/62  29/42  19/45  8/12 
outside~wide   16/62  6/42  3/45  1/12 
wide    9/62  4/42  9/45  0/12 
wide~far   4/62  0/42  6/45  0/12 
far    3/62  1/42  4/45  3/12 
north    1/62  0/42  0/45  0/12 
far~front/back   1/62  2/42  4/45  0/12 
 
As shown in Table 9, the sense of ‘outside’ overwhelms the others. Specifically, Author 1 used 
prepositional ra 62 times in his writings. There were 28 instances of ra indicating ‘outside’, 
accounting for 45.2% of the usage. For Author 2, the rate is 69% as 29 out of 42 times prepositional 
ra was used to express the ‘outside’ sense. This rate is 42.2% for Author 3 since prepositional ra 
meaning ‘outside’ was used in 19 out of the 45 examples in the novel. For Author 4, prepositional 
ra denoted ‘outside’ 66.7% of the time, i.e., 8 out of 12 times. These rates are approximately equal 
to those for verbal ra, as summarised in Table 10, which offers rates for both ra forms.   
 
 Table 10. The rates of verbal and prepositional ra denoting the ‘outside’ sense 
 
     C. Nam            V. K. Ma       N. Á. Nguyễn         T. Dương 
  
verb   39.3%  68.8%  50%  83% 
preposition  45.2%  69%  42.2%  66.7% 
 
 
 
As seen from Table 10, prepositional ra indicating the ‘outside’ sense is even more predominant 
than verbal ra in the works of C. Nam and V. K. Ma, demonstrating the necessity of using ra in the 
function of a preposition to denote the goal of motion.  
The ‘outside’ sense of prepositional ra is shown in the following sentences: 
 
(5.1) Trong     nhà        nực    quá,     chị                ẵm                        nó  ra             ngoài      hè  
 inside     house    hot     very     older sister   V. carry by arms   3S   PREP. to    outside   patio 
 ‘It was very hot indoors, so she carried him to the patio’   
           (C. Nam)  
 
In this sentence, the ‘outside’ sense is obvious based on the presence of the antonyms trong - ngoài 
‘inside - outside’, indicating that the movement ẵm ‘carry’ starts from indoors to outdoors. Another 
clue is that the goal of motion is the patio, an exterior part of a traditional Vietnamese house as 
154
 141 
illustrated in Figure 9. A similar pattern can be seen in (5.2) in which the opposition between ra ‘go 
out’ and vào ‘go in’ is particularly clear. 
 
(5.2) Một   lát         sau    cả    nhà      ngồi   ăn.  Người   nhìn   ra             sân,    người    nhìn     
one    moment   later   all   house  sit      eat  human   look   PREP. to   yard   human   look 
 
vào           bát  
PREP. into     bowls’   
‘After a while, everybody had a meal together. Some looked towards the yard, some looked 
into their bowls’           
(C. Nam) 
 
In this sentence, the yard and the bowl express the goal of the action nhìn ‘look’. As nhìn ‘look’ is a 
perceptual verb, there is not a physical movement in the sense that the agents change their location. 
What has been changed here is the focus of the attention and the target of the action. The yard is 
outside the house and so is able to be denoted by ra, whereas the bowls are themselves containers 
with interiors so can be expressed by vào.  
The ‘outside’ sense of ra can be found in contexts in which the source of a motion event is 
either overtly expressed or not. However, the parallel of ‘inside’ to ‘outside’ gives a clue that the 
starting point of the motion must be a place which bears the property of ‘inside’. Consider the 
following examples: 
 
(5.3) Lý   vừa    nghiêng  túi   […] đổ    ra            chiếu            một  đống  mơ      […] vàng      ửng 
 Ly   ADV   lean        bag         pill   PREP. to   sedge mat   one   pile    apricot        yellow   red
 ‘Ly’s just tipped over the bag of ripe apricots so they rolled out on the sleeping mat’ 
             
           (V. K. Ma) 
(5.4) Bà        Hai      nghe thấy      tiếng        chạy      ra              cửa 
 Mrs      Hai      hear               sound      run        PREP. to     door    
 ‘Hearing the noise, Mrs Hai went to the front door’ 
           (C. Nam) 
(5.5) Anh      chất     đầy     một     xe […]  rồi       đẩy      ra         quầy    thu ngân 
 older brother     pile    full     one     trolley   CONJ    push    PREP. to     desk    cash 
 ‘He filled up the shopping trolley […] then pushed it to the checkout counter’   
(T. Dương) 
There is no question that the apricots are coming from an overt source, the bag, in (5.3). In (5.4) and 
(5.5), however, the source is not overtly expressed. To identify the source in (5.4) for example, one 
clue is the comparison between the front door, which is considered as outside to a room, which is 
likely the place the woman came from. Even though the woman does go out of the door to get out 
of her house, that movement from her original location to the door is counted as moving out of her 
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space to come to another. The space of the house is considered as a general landmark, and closer to 
the outside counts as moving outwards (T. T. Ly, 2005: 249-250).  
Similarly, a supermarket is comprehended as divided into two areas having the properties of 
‘in’ and ‘out’, which are the commodity space and the checkout counters, respectively. Thus, in 
(5.5), the man first stayed in the commodity space before going out of this area to get to the cashiers 
which are located outside of it. Assuming the man forgets to buy something, he can ask his friend to 
go back quickly to the stalls while he is waiting at the cashier. Sentence (5.6) is what he is likely to 
say.  
 
(5.6) Em   chạy  vào              trong    quầy   rau             lấy     cho            anh  mấy  quả  cà chua 
 2S     run     PREP. into   inside   stall    vegetable   take   PREP. for   1S     ART   CL    tomato 
 ‘You go quickly to the vegetable stall to get me some tomatoes’  
As the man is waiting at the cashier which is considered as an outside area of the supermarket, the 
inside area must be the commodity space where he has just left. Therefore, vào ‘into’ is used in 
(5.6) to denote the opposite direction of ra.  
Examples (5.4) and (5.5) demonstrate that an overt source does not often occur in sentences. 
However, it should be agreed that there must be one to which the speakers and listeners can refer, or 
which the readers can retrieve from the previous context. If not, a sentence like (5.7) could not be 
acceptable.  
 
(5.7) Con  đem  tập vở   ra   đây  cho   ba  coi  nào! 
 child bring notebook PREP. to here PREP. for father see PAR 
 ‘Bring your notebooks here for me to see!’ 
           (N. Á. Nguyễn) 
 
Because the use of ra in this sentence is natural to Vietnamese speakers, it is assumed that the 
notebooks must be inside something, such as a bag, or the child’s room from which he brings them 
to where his father is. In fact, this was the context in the novel, where the father was located in the 
living room. Sentence (5.7) demonstrates that when the source is covert, the ‘outside’ sense of ra 
can still be retrieved from a pragmatic context in which that sense of ra is used.  
Furthermore, the ‘outside’ sense of ra can be retrieved and distinguished in contexts in which 
there is another preposition which can function like ra. Sentences (5.8) demonstrate this.  
 
(5.8) a. Kim  […] nép   người   nhường    đường  cho             ông                 lái        xe                   
    Kim          hide  body     concede   way      PREP. for    grandfather    drive    wheelchair    
     
    ra              thang      máy 
     PREP. to    ladder     machine 
   ‘Kim gave way to allow him to pass and drive his wheelchair to the elevator’ 
          (T. Dương) 
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 b. Kim […] nép     người   nhường    đường  cho            ông                lái       xe                  
     Kim         hide   body     concede   way      PREP. for   grandfather   drive   wheelchair    
     
    đến            thang      máy 
     PREP. [arrive] to    ladder     machine 
   ‘Kim gave way to allow him to pass and drive his wheelchair to the elevator’ 
 
As ra expresses the sense of ‘outside’, the context in (5.8a) should be interpreted as the man driving 
his wheelchair to the elevator from a room. This is exactly the context in the novel in which the 
man, a professor, and Kim, his graduate student, were both staying in the man’s office before he 
went out to get the lift. This context, however, is not the same in (5.8b) with the presence of đến 
‘arrive/ to’. In this sentence, the professor and Kim would not stay in the office because đến ‘arrive/ 
to’ does not denote the sense of ‘outside’. Thus, they might be staying at a certain point in the 
corridor, maybe in front of the office and not far away from the lift so that the professor can reach 
the lift from that point. Instance (5.8) shows that the sense of ‘outside’ is preserved when ra 
functions as a preposition.  
Another example demonstrating that the ‘outside’ sense is kept by the derived preposition ra 
is the following. Consider the use of ra and its antonym vào ‘into’ to express pouring water into a 
cup.  
 
(5.9) Rót  nước   ra   chén  
 pour water  PREP. (out) to cup 
 ‘Pour water into the cup’ 
 
(5.10) Rót  nước   vào   chén 
 pour water  PREP. into cup 
 ‘Pour water into the cup’ 
As is seen, the truth condition is similar in (5.9) and (5.10). In my view, the difference between 
these sentences is that one focuses on the source whereas the other focuses on the goal. Although 
the source is not overt in both sentences, it is more likely a pot or something that acts as a container. 
As the primary sense of ra is ‘going outside’, its presence in (5.9) emphasises that water is coming 
out from a container to the cup. In contrast, the primary sense vào is ‘going inside’, which stresses 
that water is coming into the cup in (5.10). Therefore, despite the fact that the truth condition is 
same, the focus on the source of the motion in (5.9) and on the goal of the motion in (5.10) are 
shown by different prepositions. As is seen, the ‘outside’ sense of ra is not only preserved in the 
function of the preposition, but also when ra contrasts with another preposition. A similar situation 
can be seen when prepositional ra is used to indicate the ‘wide’ sense, as demonstrated below.  
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5.2.2 Wide 
In the previous section, we saw that verbal ra’s extension from the sense of ‘outside’ to the sense of 
‘wide’ needed a bridging context permitting both interpretations ‘outside’ and ‘wide’. This situation 
is repeated for prepositional ra. The sense of ‘wide’ presumably first appeared in ambiguous 
contexts such as the following. 
 
(5.11) Gần như    tối            nào      nó    cũng    lôi      tôi     ra           phố 
 almost       evening   every   3S     also      drag   1S       PREP. to   streets 
 ‘She dragged me to streets almost every evening’  
           (N. Á. Nguyễn ) 
(5.12) Không  phải    em   sửa soạn   đi     ra             ngoài       sao? 
 not    right   2S     prepare     go   PREP. to   outside     PAR  
 ‘Is it not right that you’re ready to go out?’ 
(T. Dương)  
 
Obviously, phố ‘street’ is outside of the house. In comparison with the house, phố is also larger. 
Sentence (5.11) is ambiguous because the movement can be interpreted as towards an ‘outside’ and 
a ‘wide’ place. Similarly, ngoài ‘outside’ in (5.12) not only denotes the sense of ‘outside’ but also 
invites the inference of ‘wide’ because the space outside the house is very large.  
A context in which ra expresses an unequivocal sense of ‘wide’, demonstrating that the 
extension of this sense has been completed, can be seen in (5.13) below. 
 
 (5.13)  Sông     đổ       ra              biển  
 river     pour       PREP. to      sea 
 The river pours itself into the sea’ 
 
In (5.13), there is no evidence that the river is blocked as a bounded landmark. Thus, ra only 
emphasises the immensity of the sea in comparison with the limited size of the river, not the 
‘outside’ sense. Another illustration follows.  
 
(5.14) Vệt   khói       lúc     này   đã       bị      gió      đánh  tơi           đi,     toả       ra           tứ     phía 
 CL    smoke    time   this   ADV   ADV   wind  beat    tattered  ADV  spread  PREP. to  four side 
 ‘The contrail has been broken up by winds, spreading everywhere’  
           (N. Á. Nguyễn) 
(5.15) Khi      ngẩng   đầu     lia      mắt   ra             chung quanh,   thoạt   nhìn      thấy  thứ     gì  
when   raise     head   fling   eye   PREP. to    around              first    glance  see   thing   any 
 
tròn tròn    tôi    cũng    tưởng       là        con     mắt 
 round         1S     ADV      think          COP     CL        eye 
‘When I raised my head to look around, at first glance everything which was round I 
considered to be her eyes’ 
          (N. Á. Nguyễn) 
158
 145 
Sentence (5.14) denotes the ‘wide’ sense of ra by demonstrating that the contrail moves in both 
vertical and horizontal axes. Sentence (5.15) expresses a similar situation because the man did not 
look in just one direction or at one particular thing, which would give rise to an understanding of a 
restricted area, and therefore would be denoted by a preposition such as vào ‘into/ at’. In contrast, 
he darted his eyes around. Thus, ra is chosen in this case to illustrate the physical breadth of his 
visual attention. 
Noticeably, the contexts in (5.14) and (5.15) emphasise the close relation between ra, the 
preceding verbs and the verbal objects. These sentences demonstrate that ra tends to be attached to 
a verb whose sense also suggests ‘wide’, and with a noun having the same property. These 
collocates no doubt help disambiguate the intended sense of ra, since the preposition is so 
polysemous. For example, the verb toả ‘spread’ and the object tứ phía ‘four directions’ in (5.14) 
serve this function. In N. A. Nguyen’s novel, there are other verbs which are compatible with ra 
including quét (mắt) ‘scatter (eyes)’ and lan ‘spread’. Similarly, P. Hoang (2003) presents examples 
in which ra often goes with verbs denoting ‘wide’ such as dăng ‘spread’, lia ‘scatter’, quét ‘scatter’, 
rải ‘scatter’, tản ‘spread’, toả ‘spread’, tràn ‘overflow’, trải ‘spread’, vãi ‘scatter’ and vung 
‘scatter’, showing the common combination of ra with verbs denoting the sense of ‘wide’.  
Additionally, there are verbs which do not clearly denote the sense of ‘wide’ but instead 
‘extension’, such as chìa ‘extend’, dãn ‘stretch’, dang ‘extend’, vươn ‘stretch’. The ‘extension’ 
sense allows the usage of ra to indicate the sense of ‘wide’ since an extension needs a space to 
stretch out. This understanding helps explain the difference in the following sentences.  
 
(5.16) a. Lăn     ra      đất 
     roll     PREP. (out) to    ground 
    ‘Roll over on the ground’ 
 
b. Lăn    xuống                   đất 
     roll    PREP. (down) to    ground 
    ‘Roll down on the ground’ 
Sentence (5.16a) indicates a horizontal action stretching out on the ground, denoted by ra. In 
(5.16b), as marked by preposition xuống ‘down’, the sentence refers to an action that happens 
within the vertical axis. As a result, the ground in (5.16a) is considered as a wide area whereas the 
ground in (5.16b) is counted as a lower point compared to the original location. Furthermore, the 
‘width’ property of the goal helps explain why the ‘wide’ sense is even attached to ra in cases 
where verbs denote the sense of ‘down’, as illustrated in the following example.  
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(5.17) a. Ngã    xuống                    đất 
    fall     PREP. (down) to    ground 
    ‘Fall to the ground’ 
 
 b. Ngã    ra      đất 
                fall     PREP. (out) to     ground 
     ‘Fall to the ground’  
 
Sentence (5.17a) overtly expresses the sense of moving down. At first glance, it seems unacceptable 
to use ra in (5.17b) because the verb ngã ‘fall’ indicates a process of coming down from a high 
position to a lower position along the vertical axis, which is not compatible with the horizontal 
orientation expressed by ra. However, this expression is common in Vietnamese, demonstrating 
that ra can be used even in the case of the central sense of a verb being neither ‘wide’ nor 
‘extending’. In (5.17b), the property of the ground as an unbounded landmark lies in the ‘down’ 
sense of verb, allowing ra to denote the ‘wide’ sense. This situation reveals a multi-faceted relation 
between verbs, grammaticalised prepositions and objects. A preposition tends to be combined with 
a verb indicating the same direction, as illustrated in (5.14) and (5.15). A preposition, however, also 
favours attachment to a nominal object provided that the object contains meanings which match the 
sense of ‘wide’, as demonstrated in (5.14), (5.15), (5.16a) and (5.17b).   
 
5.2.3 The other senses  
As shown above, prepositional ra is used to indicate a landmark which is ‘outside’, and then ‘wide’, 
both of which are analogous to the core senses of original verbal ra. Like verbal ra, prepositional ra 
can also denote the sense of ‘far’, ‘north’, and ‘front/back’. There are also ambiguous contexts in 
which confusion over the particular sense of ra does occur. For instance, there is ambiguity between 
‘far’ and ‘wide’ in (5.18).  
 
(5.18) Hạt      gạo     làng          ta      gửi      ra           tiền tuyến  
CL       rice     village      we       send    PREP. to     front line 
‘Rice from our village will be sent to the front line’ 
          (Đ. K. Trần) 
 
The front line, a place where two opposing armies are facing each other, is comprehended as far 
from the rear base, which is the village in (5.18). A front line where fighting is going on is often not 
small, providing a bridging context of ‘far’ and ‘wide’ in this sentence. However, that ra can denote 
an unequivocal ‘far’ is found in the following sentence.  
 
 (5.19) Đưa       điện            vượt       biển     ra          đảo        xa  
 bring     electricity     cross      sea      PREP. to       island    far 
 ‘Bring electricity across the sea to the island’     
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It is obvious that the process of crossing the sea to bring electricity to the island is not easy due to 
the long distance between the mainland and the island. Thus, (5.19) unambiguously denotes the 
‘far’ sense. 
The ability of prepositional ra to indicate the sense of ‘front/back’ is also obvious. Like verbal 
ra, there are contexts in which it is possible that prepositional ra indicates ‘front/ back’ and ‘far’ so 
it is ambiguous. These approximate the ambiguous contexts that would have existed before the 
‘front/ back’ sense had been generalised. In the following instances, the ambiguity occurs because 
the listeners can infer ra to indicate the back/ front parts of a body or the distance when those body 
parts are moved to the front/ back.  
 
(5.20) Tôi  đưa  tay  ra   sau   lưng 
 1S turn hand PREP. to behind  back 
 ‘I turn my hands behind my back’ 
 
(5.21) Tôi  đưa  tay  ra   trước  mặt 
 1S turn hand PREP. to front face 
 ‘I turn my hands to my front’ 
 
(5.22) Cô  ấy  hay  vuốt  tóc  ra   đằng  sau/ trước 
 lady that often sweep hair PREP. to side back/ front 
 ‘She often sweeps her hair to the back/ front’ 
 
The ‘front/back’ sense is found in unambiguous contexts such as the followings. In sentences (5.23 
– 5.25), the nouns have both front and back sides, which allows the usage of ra to indicate these 
senses.  
 
(5.23) Ghi         địa chỉ       ra      sau        tấm    ảnh 
write       address      PREP. to      back      CL      picture 
‘Write the address on the back of the picture’ 
 
(5.24) Anh       mặc      áo       len         ngược                đằng         sau     ra              đằng          trước 
2S          wear     shirt    wool      wrong way up   direction   back   PREP. to    direction    front 
‘Your sweater is on back to front’ 
 
(5.25) Hãy     gắn         chuỗi      hoa         này      ra              sau      xe 
IMP       attach     circle      flower     this      PREP. to    back    car 
‘Attach this flower circle to the back of the car’ 
 
Notably, the ‘front/back’ concept can also be attached to prepositional ra in a general way, by using 
the exact form of the lexicon ‘front’ and ‘back’. Thus, expressions such as từ sau ra trước ‘from 
back to front’, lui ra sau ‘go back’, and bước ra sau ‘step back’ are common in Vietnamese, 
illustrating a generalisation of the ‘front/back’ sense for this preposition.    
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Finally, prepositional ra can indicate the ‘north’ sense. The condition for ra to denote this 
sense is simply a (manner) verb preceding ra, and the presence of a city whose location is to the 
north of another city, or simply Bắc ‘north’. Like verbal ra, there is no ambiguous context for 
prepositional ra to indicate the ‘north’ sense. Thus, every occurrence of this sense is unambiguous, 
as presented in the following sentences.    
 
(5.26) Cho  em  hỏi  về   ship  hàng  trong        Nam  ra      Bắc  
      let 1S ask PREP. about ship item PREP. in     South PREP. to   North 
 ‘I want to ask about the shipping policy from the south to the north’ 
(vnphoto.net) 
 
(5.27) Tôi  cần  chuyển  món  hàng  này  ra   Hà Nội 
 1S need transfer CL item this PREP. to Hanoi 
 ‘I want to send this item to Hanoi’ 
 
These instances once again demonstrate the analogy between verbal and prepositional ra in 
denoting its concrete senses, showing the very well-preserved core senses of verb in the form of a 
preposition.  
 
5.3 Metaphorical senses  
5.3.1 Metaphorical uses  
Before examining to what extent verbal ra can express the metaphorical senses previously denoted 
by the verb, the contexts in which ra is used metaphorically in the form of preposition are first 
mentioned. Since the function of prepositional ra is goal marking, it can indicate not only a literal 
goal but an abstract one. It is worth noting that even in denoting an abstract goal, the concrete 
senses that prepositional ra preserved from verbal ra are still shown clearly. Consider the sentences 
below. 
 
(5.28) [A singer talked about the first time her song was published abroad] 
 
Mình      đã        mở       được    một    cánh   cửa     để            bước   ra             thế giới 
1S             ADV     open     ADV      one     CL       door   PREP. to   walk   PREP. to    world 
 ‘I’ve opened a door to reach to the world’       
                (vtv.vn/ghekhongtua) 
 
(5.29) Mẫu     Việt           và      giấc mơ     vươn     ra   biển  lớn 
 model     Vietnamese     CONJ      dream    reach    PREP. to sea big 
 ‘Vietnamese models and the dream of reaching to the world’ 
           (24h.com.vn) 
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Sentence (5.28) is metaphorical because the singer did not physically go abroad. Instead, the 
sentence describes the presence of her song in an international musical market. Before that, her 
song was only popular within her country. This sentence denotes a comparison between a country-
sized area and the world, which is undoubtedly beyond it. Similarly, sentence (5.29) expresses the 
desire of development beyond the country range to reach to the world of Vietnamese models. Since 
a country is considered as a bounded landmark, the development beyond the country range 
expressed by ra in these sentences denotes the ‘outside’ sense. However, as the goal of motion, the 
presence of ‘the world’ as an unbounded landmark indicates that ra can also denote the ‘wide’ 
sense. These sentences, therefore, resemble the bridging contexts in which the extension of the 
‘wide’ sense from the ‘outside’ sense would have taken place, as in (5.11) and (5.12). However, the 
wide, exterior space in these examples is not a literal destination that can be ‘walked to’ as in (5.28) 
or ‘reached’ as in (5.29). Rather, the destination location metaphorically represents a goal situation, 
via ACHIEVING A PURPOSE IS REACHING A DESTINATION (MetaNet Wiki). The change denoted by the 
preposition ra is not a literal motion, but is instead an activity aimed at achieving a desired 
outcome. 
Other examples of the metaphorical uses can be seen in the case when prepositional ra is 
combined with the perceptual verb nhìn ‘look’. In this case, ra does not denote the focus of 
attention and the target of action as in (5.2), in which people are looking at the yard and the bowl, 
the ‘concrete’ targets. Rather, it indicates abstract targets such as life or the world. The following 
examples will demonstrate this. 
 
(5.30) Hãy     từ           cửa sổ       gia đình     mình     nhìn      ra             cuộc đời 
 ADV     PREP. from    window     family       PRO       look      PREP. to   life 
 ‘Let’s see the life/world from our family’s perspective’  
(V. K. Ma) 
 
(5.31) Nhìn  ra   bốn  phương/  biển cả/  thế giới/ vũ trụ 
 look PREP. to four direction sea  world  universe 
 ‘See the world’  
 
As indicated in (5.30), a small unit like a family is considered tiny compared to the world. A single 
human being is also tiny in comparison with the immensity and endlessness of the world he is living 
in, as shown in (5.31). These sentences metaphorically denote the need to ‘look outside’ the small 
container of the family or the individual, that is, to think about other matters, via KNOWING IS 
SEEING. The ‘smallness’ of the individual and the family, compared with the ‘wideness’ of the 
world, instantiates IMPORTANCE IS SIZE (Lakoff et al., 1991). The ‘motion’ involved in directing the 
gaze metaphorically represents a mental change, rather than a visual or physical one. 
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Sentences from (5.28) through (5.31) demonstrate that prepositional ra can be used to indicate 
abstract concepts. In the next sub-section, the study will show that it shares all the metaphorical 
senses denoted by verbs, and even has developed a new sense, which can be explained based on 
conceptual metaphors.  
 
5.3.2 Metaphorical senses that are shared with verb 
In Chapter 4, we saw that verbal ra develops a wide range of metaphorical senses which I argue are 
‘come into existence’, ‘leave’, ‘make public’, and ‘time moving’. To explain the metaphorical 
senses of verbal ra, the study has employed the CONTAINER metaphors. In this chapter, we have also 
seen that prepositional ra can be used in a metaphorical way. The present concern is to what extent 
prepositional ra can express the metaphorical senses of the verb. In my view, almost all the 
metaphorical senses of the verb do transfer to the preposition, or at least can be expressed by the 
preposition in particular contexts. The distinction that can be drawn between the verb’s senses and 
the preposition’s senses is the way they denote time. Importantly, since the function of prepositional 
ra is to indicate the goal (concrete and abstract) of the motion, not the motion itself, the 
metaphorical senses of the preposition may need to be understood in a different way. For example, 
the ‘come into existence’ sense of the verb is interpreted to be ‘marking that something is coming 
into existence’ when being used in a prepositional function. In the following, the metaphorical 
senses that prepositional ra retains from verbal ra are demonstrated. The metaphorical sense related 
to time is presented separately to provide a thorough investigation and explanation.  
In Chapter 4, we have seen that most of the metaphorical senses of verbal ra can be explained 
by various CONTAINER metaphors. It appears that this is also true for their prepositions. For 
example, the conceptual metaphors VISUAL FIELDS ARE CONTAINERS and KNOWING IS SEEING may be 
suitable to explain the use of a preposition in the following context.  
 
(5.32) Giấy  thông hành     để                   sản phẩm  bước        ra   thị trường 
 paper passport         PREP. in order to    product V. walk      PREP. to market 
 ‘The certificate for the product to appear in the market’  
 
As is seen in (5.32), prepositional ra denotes something coming into our awareness. We know of its 
existence when a new product appears within our visual range.  
In contrast, the conceptual metaphor THINKING IS OBJECT MANIPULATION (MetaNet Wiki) can 
help explain sentence (5.33), in which our awareness of things is expressed in an opposite way.  
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(5.33) Bỏ           cảng    Quy Nhơn       ra  ngoài      là      sai lầm  chiến lược 
 V. remove     port     Quy Nhon       PREP. to outside    COP      mistake strategic 
 ‘To remove the Quy Nhon Port (out of concern) is a strategic mistake’ 
           (sggp.org.vn)  
 
While sentence (5.32) illustrates that we are aware that something exists, sentence (5.33), 
conversely, shows that something is ignored. I argue that sentence (5.32) demonstrates the sense 
that is somewhat similar to the sense ‘come into existence’ of the verb ra, which we have seen in 
examples of the appearance of a newspaper or a writing, presented in sentences (4.51) and (4.52) of 
Chapter 4. In contrast, sentence (5.33) denotes that an (idea of an) object is no longer a concern 
within a project, which is compatible with the ‘leave’ sense of the verbal ra, as expressed in 
examples of people who no longer belong to a social group, illustrated in examples (4.56) through 
(4.58) of the previous chapter. Sentences (5.32) and (5.33) demonstrate that prepositional ra can 
appear in contexts which express almost the same senses that have been indicated by verbal ra.  
Another example that can be explained based on the CONTAINER metaphors is found in (5.34). 
As in examples demonstrating the STATES ARE LOCATIONS metaphor in Chapter 4, this sense often 
relates to someone getting out of a state. In (5.34) where there is a presence of prepositional ra, 
however, there is reference to a state which comes out of a physical body. In this case, THE BODY IS 
A CONTAINER FOR THE EMOTIONS (Lakoff, 1987) demonstrates that the body metaphorically contain 
feelings like contemptuousness, and can release them from the body by acting on them. 
 
 (5.34) Nỗi   khinh bỉ           của            anh                  phì            cả      ra              ngoài,     theo 
 CL     contemptuous  PREP. of    older brother   V. burst    all      PREP. to     outside   follow     
 
cái  bĩu         môi     dài       thườn thượt 
CL purse     lip       long     very 
‘His contemptuousness came out from his long pursed lips’     
(C. Nam) 
 
Finally, prepositional ra denoting the sense of making something public is found in (5.35). Like 
verbal ra, the conceptual metaphor KNOWING IS SEEING can help explain the metaphor expressed by 
prepositional ra. 
 
(5.35) Đưa      câu     chuyện  ra   ánh sáng 
 V. bring CL    story  PREP. to light 
 ‘Bring the story to light’ 
 
It is obvious that in (5.35), the truth has come out and everyone knows it. In Vietnamese, there are 
several expressions that indicate the same conceptualisation such as đưa vấn đề ra hội nghị ‘bring 
the problem to the meeting’, đưa tội ác ra trước công lý ‘bring the crime to justice’, phơi (câu 
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chuyện) ra ánh sáng ‘expose (the story) to light’. This demonstrates the common usage of 
prepositions in metaphorical expressions. 
Sentences (5.32) through (5.35) demonstrate that the grammatical preposition can express 
almost the same metaphorical senses that have been denoted by the verb. I argue that in the case of 
ra, the greatest difference between the semantics of the verb and the preposition is in time marking, 
which is discussed below. 
 
5.3.3 Metaphorical sense which is different for prepositions – MOVING EGO 
In Chapter 4, two models of temporal representation were presented: TIME IS A MOVING OBJECT and 
TIME IS (MOTION ALONG) A PATH, also known as MOVING TIME and MOVING EGO, respectively. This 
study also shows that verbal ra reflects MOVING TIME and it is argued that prepositional ra denotes 
the MOVING EGO. In what follows here, this new sense of the preposition is outlined.  
It is often agreed that though we cannot draw a physical line to divide time into different 
spans in reality, we can imagine doing so. For example, we know physical phenomena such as years 
and days based on the changes of the sun and the seasons. We can observe the appearance of the 
moon to know about months. For an arbitrary span of time such as weeks, we can concretise them 
by looking at a calendar. Those understandings allow us to conceptualise time as divided sets, and 
this, in turn, permits us to conceptualise ourselves as currently in a given span of time. This enables 
us to say expressions such as the following.   
 
(5.36) Chúng ta     đang  đến          gần  thời khắc     giao        thừa 
3P        ADV V. arrive      close moment       transfer   time 
‘We’re getting close to the moment of the transition between the old year and the new year’ 
 
(5.37) Chúng ta  đã  bước   vào   năm  học  mới 
3P  ADV V. walk PREP. into year study new 
[lit. We’ve already entered a new school year] ‘We’ve started a new school year’  
 
(5.38) Công ty  đã  qua       khỏi         giai đoạn   khó khăn  
company ADV V. pass      PREP. out of       period  difficult 
‘The company has overcome the difficult time’  
 
(5.39) Chúng ta     sẽ       bước  sang         một       chương   mới    của   cuộc đời 
3P         ADV     V. walk      PREP. across    one       chapter   new    PREP. of life 
‘We will move onto a new chapter in our lives’ 
 
Sentences (5.36) through (5.39) give us the impression that a time period is a container having a 
boundary. We approach it as in (5.36), get into it as in (5.37), and get out of it as in (5.38). Yet we 
do not stop here but continue to make another journey, moving to another span of time, as in (5.39). 
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These sentences demonstrate that time is stationary and the ego is moving through time in the 
direction of the future. This conceptualisation of an ego moving through time is illustrated in Figure 
21.  
 
    Figure 21. MOVING EGO through time  
 
 
          1       2                      3         4 
        
        
 
 
As can be seen, the ego first approaches a span of time (Stage 1) then gets into it (Stage 2) before 
getting out of it (Stage 3) with the future of another stage ahead (Stage 4). In the spatial domain, we 
get in a container such as a room and get out of it to move into one another, a garden, for instance. 
Likewise, we get in and out of any given span of time, such as the spring, to continue to get in and 
out of another one into the summer. This journey is endless as long as we are still alive.  
The comprehension that the ego is a moving object, as illustrated in sentences (5.36) to (5.39), 
enables us to argue that not only the MOVING TIME model is used in Vietnamese, but also the 
MOVING EGO model. I argue that ra can express the MOVING EGO, but only in a few idiomatic 
expressions, demonstrated in the following examples.  
 
(5.40) Việc  này  để  ra   Tết  hẵng  làm  
work  this  let  PREP. after    Tet IMP  do 
[lit. when we go out of the New Year holiday, we will do this work] 
‘Let’s do this work after the New Year holiday’ 
 
(5.41) Ra   năm  thì  thong thả  hơn 
PREP. after year CONJ deliberate more 
[lit. when we go out of this year, we will have more time] 
‘There will be more leisure time after this year/ in the new year’ 
 
 (5.42) Ra   tháng     mới     được  tắm  gội  
PREP. after month    then    obtain bathe wash hair 
[lit. when women go out of their first month of giving birth, they can wash up] 
‘Women can wash up after one month after giving birth to a baby’ 
 
As we can see, the literal meaning of the sentences (5.40) – (5.42) indicates that, for example, in 
(5.40), the work will be/ should be done when the speaker and/ or listener went out of a specified 
span of time. To put this another way, when they left it behind. These sentences match our 
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comprehension of the MOVING EGO. However, there is no ego in the structures ra Tết, ra năm, and 
ra tháng in these sentences. I argue that this is because these structures are idiomatic so they do not 
need the expression of an ego to be involved. We, however, still understand that the ego which has 
been put to the background is included in these expressions, as presented in the literal translation.  
Over time, due to the covert presence of an ego in the structure, the configurative expressions 
ra Tết, ra năm, and ra tháng came to no longer express the movement literally. Instead, they 
idiomatically express the ‘after’ sense which originally derives from the literal meaning of ‘getting 
outside’ and ‘leaving behind’. Let us try to use the word order test to check the difference in 
meaning between the SV structure (subject-verb) on the one side and the PO structure (preposition-
object) on the other to confirm the prepositional function of ra in expressions ra Tết, ra năm, and ra 
tháng.  
 
(5.43)  SV              PO 
a. Tết    tới      tới   Tết 
    New Year come     until  New Year 
   ‘The New Year came’    ‘until the New Year holiday’ 
 
b. mùa xuân  đến     đến   mùa xuân 
    spring come     until  spring 
               ‘The spring came’     ‘until the spring’ 
 
c. xuân  sang     sang   xuân 
    spring cross     until  spring 
   ‘The spring came’     ‘to/until the spring’ 
 
d. * Tết  vào     vào  (dịp)  Tết 
     New Year go in     in time New Year 
    ‘The New Year goes in’    ‘in the New Year holiday’ 
 
e. * Tết   ra     ra  Tết 
      New Year  go out     after  New Year  
     ‘The New Year goes out’    ‘after the New Year holiday’ 
 
As we can see, in the SV structure, time is a moving object. It is moving towards us in the cases of 
tới, đến, and sang ‘come’. However, there is a restriction for ra ‘go out’ and vào ‘go in’ to appear in 
the SV structure because it is unfamiliar to us to imagine something like a holiday can go in and go 
out of a span of time because it is itself a set span of time. Whereas, tới, đến, and sang ‘come’ is 
acceptable because we are observing time moving towards us.  
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In the PO structure, conversely, it is acceptable to use all tới, đến, sang and ra, vào to indicate 
time. Specifically, tới, đến, and sang indicate the meaning ‘until a particular time’, vào expresses 
the meaning ‘during a period of time’, and ra denotes the meaning ‘after a period of time’.  
It is significant that the metaphoric meanings of prepositional tới, đến, sang, vào and ra are 
generated by the concrete central meanings of the prepositions, which can be traced back to the 
concrete central meanings of the related verbs. Take vào ‘go in/in’ for example, the temporal 
meaning ‘during a period of time’ is evoked from the concrete sense ‘going inside’ of the spatial 
meaning. This understanding enables us to claim that ra in sentences (5.40) to (5.42) is a 
preposition indicating the ‘after’ sense which is extended from the sense of ‘outside’. That is, when 
we get out of a span of time, we leave it behind us to move on into another one.  
So far, I have argued that prepositional ra denotes the ‘after’ sense. However, there is an 
ambiguous context in two possible interpretations exist for ra, which are ‘after’ and ‘in’, as 
presented in (5.44).   
 
(5.44) Ra   giêng      anh       cưới  em  
PREP. after/in  January   1S       marry  2S 
[lit. When I go out of January, I will marry you] 
 
  a. ‘I will marry you after January’ (in February)  
b. ‘I will marry you in January’  
 
As ra in sentences (5.40) to (5.42) expresses the ‘after’ sense, it is logical that ra in (5.44) expresses 
the same meaning. That is, the speaker promises that he will get married with the listener ‘after 
January’, meaning February, as illustrated in (5.44a). Yet Vietnamese people have an additional 
possible interpretation of (5.44), and can also comprehend ra giêng as ‘in January’ on the grounds 
of cultural elements. Giêng ‘January’ is the first month of the lunar calendar, and this is the time 
people enjoy their new year holiday. Therefore, in (5.44b), the speaker places himself in tháng chạp 
‘December’ (lunar calendar) which is a very busy month of the year to talk about the following 
leisurely month, January. This comprehension is sensible and matches the core sense of ra as 
moving to a wide location. In comparison with the limited time provided by December due to the 
many tasks needing completion, January offers a longer time to accomplish any plan (V. H. 
Nguyen, 2015). The example in (5.44) shows that ra expresses the ‘after’ sense, but an explanation 
for the ‘during a period of time’ sense, the ‘in’ sense, is reasonable. Notably, this interpretation is 
applied only to January, because expressions such as * ra (tháng) hai ‘in February’, or * ra (tháng) 
ba ‘in March’ are unacceptable. This fact allows us to accept that ra can express the ‘in’ sense only 
in the case of ra giêng ‘in January’ on the cultural basis that it is the beginning of the new year. 
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5.4 Conclusion  
In this chapter, I have examined the semantics of the preposition ra for a confirmation that 
grammaticalised prepositions have retained almost all the meanings of their original verbs. In other 
words, almost all the senses that verbs had at the time of grammaticalisation shifted to the 
prepositions. In the case of ra, all the concrete senses of verb have been clearly shown to be 
transferred to the preposition, leading to an absolute similarity in the core semantics of the two 
categories.  
This resemblance is also obvious when prepositional ra denotes the metaphorical senses of 
the verb. The only difference between the verb and the preposition is that they express time in 
different ways: MOVING TIME for the verb and MOVING EGO for the preposition. Notice that the 
MOVING EGO model expressed by prepositional ra is complicated and the explanation is somewhat 
unsatisfying, as there are many strict restrictions applied to ra, which results in the limited number 
of temporal expressions. I argue that prepositional ra denotes the ‘after’ sense, although in one 
ambiguous context, there are two possible positions in which an ego could be appointed. As ra can 
express the two temporal representations in the form of a verb and a preposition, this shows that the 
semantics of the verb and preposition is somewhat different. 
Since path verbs and prepositions share the same form, and verbs’ senses are preserved in 
prepositions, it is conceivable that a critic could look at these polysemy networks and doubt the 
existence of prepositions as a distinct grammatical category in Vietnamese (X. H. Cao, 2001). 
Moreover, though prepositions are claimed to be a distinguishable grammatical category (Chapter 
3), what has been presented in Chapter 4 and this chapter gives an impression that the polysemy 
networks of the verb and preposition might have developed after the grammaticalisation and that 
these happened to develop in parallel for the two grammatical categories.  
In my view, this interpretation is inconsistent with our understanding of grammaticalisation 
and polysemy. As a polysemous item, the semantic network of verbal ra, for instance, is 
constructed by an array of multiple related senses which metonymically and metaphorically extend 
from the physical domains to nonphysical or more abstract domains. Once the central sense of the 
verb underwent grammaticalisation, it dragged along the other senses, resulting in all the multiple 
senses of the verb undergoing grammaticalisation together. All these related senses of the verb have 
then carried over into its new prepositional use, resulting in the fact that the polysemy networks of 
the verb and the preposition are almost identical.  
The similarities between the semantics of verbs and prepositions in Vietnamese give rise to a 
consideration of the semantic network affected by grammaticalisation, which is discussed in the 
next chapter.   
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Chapter 6 Sense networks that stray together, stay together 
6.1 Where have we been so far? 
While prepositions are one of the fundamental grammatical categories in theoretical linguistics, 
their status remains the subject of controversy in Vietnamese language research. This does not mean 
the topic of prepositions has been ignored in Vietnamese since it has aroused great interest from 
scholars, both native and non-native speakers. The consensual view was that Vietnamese 
prepositions, especially prepositions derived from path verbs, are a complicated grammatical 
category, if they were a grammatical category at all.  
A multi-syntactic function element such as ra can be a path verb, a preposition, an adverb, 
and a particle. A general name assigned to it is từ chỉ hướng ‘word denoting direction’ (L. Nguyen, 
1977, 1990). However, as it is sometimes necessary to divide từ chỉ hướng into separate categories 
such as verbs, adverbs and prepositions to describe them thoroughly, the consequence is a long-
lasting controversy about the status of prepositions derived from path verbs in Vietnamese.  
Since the status of prepositions in Vietnamese has been debatable, I have set myself the task 
of proving Vietnamese prepositions are a distinct grammatical category. In order for studies such as 
mine to avoid being undermined by questions about how to categorise prepositions in Vietnamese, 
there is the need for an agreement on prepositions grounded in general theoretical linguistics, which 
is why I overviewed the concept of prepositions in Chapter 1. I have also presented other significant 
concepts which would be relevant to the study of the status of prepositions in Vietnamese, including 
path verbs and serial verb constructions. I have argued that the derivation of prepositions from path 
verbs in Vietnamese is the result of grammaticalisation, a process which similarly occurs in many 
other languages. Since there is an absence of historical evidence of this grammaticalisation, I have 
proposed a synchronic approach to this study of the semantic extension from path verbs to 
prepositions in Vietnamese, based on the understanding of how metonymic and metaphorical 
extensions function as mechanisms of semantic change (Traugott and Dasher, 2002).  
Before examining the status of Vietnamese prepositions derived from path verbs, I have 
presented a diversity of perspectives on these grammatical categories in Chapter 2. I have classified 
these into three groups, for each of which the concerns and methods were different: semantic 
perspectives, functional perspectives and cognitive perspectives. I have concluded that the studies 
based on semantic perspectives were mainly concerned with the meanings of từ chỉ hướng in the 
function of path verbs. Although some research did discuss the semantics of each path verb, a 
complete analysis was not provided on the polysemy network of path verbs as well as từ chỉ hướng 
in general.  
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Semantic studies on từ chỉ hướng, however, have not been nearly as controversial among 
scholars as those about the syntactic functions of từ chỉ hướng. There has been a deep division in 
studies taken from functional perspectives in which prepositions were either considered as adverbs 
or as second verbs in a serial verb construction. Although some scholars have strongly voiced the 
view that prepositions are a grammatical category in Vietnamese (e.g., L. Nguyen,1977, 1990; Q. B. 
Diep, 1985; X. H. Cao, 2001; T. Q. Nguyen, 2002; T. N. Tran, 2009), there is still no resolution for 
the issue. Conversely, studies from cognitive perspectives have also postulated prepositions as a 
grammatical category, as this enabled them to investigate spatial and temporal cognition in 
Vietnamese language. I have stated that although there are not many studies on prepositions from 
cognitive perspectives (e.g., T. T. Ly, 2005; Đ. D. Nguyen, 2005; V. H. Nguyen, 2015), all have 
offered the basis for further investigations such as my own.    
Due to the fact that prepositions have an intrinsic characteristic that defines them as a 
grammatical category (the ability to associate themselves with a noun or pronoun to form 
prepositional phrases) which has been defined in general theoretical linguistics, I have performed 
several tests to attest that Vietnamese prepositions derived from path verbs are a grammatical 
category, employing ra as a case study. I have argued in Chapter 3 that the deletion test helps 
differentiate prepositions from adverbs while the topicalisation test, coordination test, and duration 
test indicated that prepositions derived from path verbs are not the latter verbal component in a 
serial verb construction. Examining the constituency of prepositional phrases showed that on one 
hand, this does not allow prepositions to be deleted, and on the other hand, it enables prepositional 
phrases to go to the front of sentences or to occur in coordinated phrases. In comparison with 
adverbs, which can be easily deleted, the deletion of prepositions results in ungrammatical and 
meaningless sentences. Similarly, the deletion test has shown that a preposition cannot be omitted 
whereas one component of a serial verb construction, the structure of which is supposed to be an 
inseparable unit, can be. Moreover, prepositional phrases can go to the front of sentences, but one 
verb within a serial verb construction cannot go to the front without affecting the sentences’ 
meaning. True prepositional phrases are coordinated, whereas ‘serial verb constructions’ are not. 
The consistency of serial verb constructions as a single unit indicating a single event failed the 
topicalisation and coordination tests, allowing the study to claim that prepositions are not a latter 
verbal element in a serial verb construction.  
Furthermore, the main finding of Chapter 3 is that in the case of related linguistic elements 
with different functions, such as the function of prepositions and verbs, the difference in their 
duration and/or stress often gives robust evidence to differentiate them as distinct grammatical 
categories. Acknowledging that the duration and/or stress of verbs is longer or more intense than 
that of prepositions, I have examined the duration of four verbs and their corresponding 
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prepositions by asking two Vietnamese native speakers to speak aloud the sentences provided. The 
results of this experiment have shown that regardless of whether the speakers’ speech is slow or 
fast, there is no change in the relative duration and stress between verbs and prepositions. The 
duration and/or stress of verbs was always longer and more intense respectively than that of 
prepositions, for both participants. Therefore, the reduced stress in prepositions is evidence from the 
prosodic-syntactic interface that Vietnamese prepositions derived from path verbs cannot be 
considered as the latter verbal components in a serial verb construction. Prepositions are indeed a 
distinct grammatical category.  
Since Vietnamese prepositions are a distinct category from verbs, the question arises as to how 
closely their meanings are related to the original verbs. Clearly, there is a strong semantic resemblance 
between the two categories of từ chỉ hướng, or the debate over their uniqueness would not have been 
so fierce. Indeed, there is a widespread agreement among scholars that Vietnamese prepositions 
derived from nouns and verbs retain almost all the meanings of their original nouns and verbs after 
grammaticalisation (e.g., K. Phan, 1955; X. H. Cao, 2001). Yet this assumption has not led 
researchers to work out exactly to what extent the meanings of path verbs (and locative nouns) are 
shared by prepositional extensions, or how polysemous these verbs and prepositions are after the 
semantic change. The most recent research is of V.H. Nguyen (2004) in which he explored that seven 
final modal particles in Vietnamese retained almost all the meanings of their original nouns and verbs 
after grammaticalisation. However, this work left us with the question of how to reconstruct the 
extension of senses that led to the polysemy network, which was the aim of Chapter 4. 
In that chapter, I argued that the semantic changes that are evidenced in the grammaticalised 
prepositions in Vietnamese can be described as processes of metonymic inference and metaphorical 
extension. I have argued that the central sense of ra is ‘outside’, and examined how the metonymic 
inference mechanism can produce the extension of the senses ‘wide’, ‘far’, ‘north’ and ‘front/back’. 
As the historical evidence is absent, a reconstruction for the extension taken by synchronic data is 
possible. By engaging the cognitive theory of metaphor (Reddy, 1979; Lakoff and Johnson, 1980, 
1999; Lakoff, 1987, 1990, 1993; Lakoff and Turner, 1989), I have also made use of several 
conceptual metaphors to explain the semantic extension of ra as a verb. Rooted in the ‘outside’ 
sense, verbal ra developed the senses of ‘come into existence’, ‘make public’, and ‘moving time’.  
Chapter 5 is where I have argued that the inherited preposition receives almost all the senses 
of the verb, drawing on the considerable similarity for ra between the verb’s and preposition’s core 
networks. I have described the link between the related senses of verbal ra, as well as the semantic 
preservation of ra in its prepositional extension. I have also described the similarities and 
differences in metaphorical senses for verbal ra and its corresponding preposition. While 
prepositional ra preserved other metaphorical senses of the verb, it added to the polysemy network 
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the ‘ego moving’ sense which I have retrieved from a few idiomatic expressions of time. In my 
view, the MOVING TIME and MOVING EGO models presented by ra are complicated by the sometimes 
limited productivity of ra in expressions that utilise these models. What I had was just a few 
idiomatic expressions which disallowed an exhaustive explanation. This research, however, has 
proposed a new consideration of the representation of time in Vietnamese, and provides a basis for 
future studies of these two metaphors as expressed by Vietnamese prepositions and verbs. 
 Overall, the semantic network of ra performed by both the verb and preposition is 
summarised in Figure 22.  
  
          Figure 22. Semantic network of ra  
 
       time (MOVING TIME) 
 
                     far          front/back 
                
                                                                              
                          wide 
               make public                         outside 
                  north 
 
 
  come into existence         
                           time (MOVING EGO)   
 
As seen in Figure 22, ‘outside’ is the central sense, illustrated by the central position in the diagram. 
The core non-metaphorical senses which the verb and preposition share are in bold. The 
metaphorical senses expressed by both the verb and the preposition are in italics. The time sense 
(MOVING TIME) expressed by the verb is in bold and italic, and the time sense (MOVING EGO) denoted 
by the preposition is in a standard font. From the central sense, a radiation of multiple related senses 
extends, which forms the polysemy network. A detailed analysis of the core sense is presented in 
Section 4.2.1, followed by the analysis of the ‘wide’ sense in Section 4.2.2, the ‘far’ sense in 
Section 4.2.3, the ‘North’ sense in Section 4.2.4, and the ‘front and back’ sense in Section 4.2.5. 
The metaphorical sense ‘come into existence’ is analysed in Section 4.3.1, followed by the ‘make 
public’ sense in Section 4.3.2 and ‘moving time’ sense in Section 4.3.3.2.  
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From the diagram, we can see that the semantic change applied to prepositions derived from 
path verbs in Vietnamese, as examined in the case of ra, is a process of preservation and extension. 
While prepositional ra keeps the concrete senses and most of the metaphorical senses of the verb 
intact, it adds a subsequent sense in a way that does not occur in the verb.  
The similarities and differences between path verbs and prepositions through the case of ra 
give rise to a new issue regarding the semantic network of grammatical items after 
grammaticalisation, which is presented below. 
 
6.2 Semantic network after grammaticalisation 
‘From very early times researchers on issues related to grammaticalisation have observed that it 
involves a process of loss of semantic content. This has been described by the metaphor of “fading” 
or “bleaching”’ (Hopper and Traugott, 1993: 87). This conclusion indicates that semantic bleaching 
is believed to be inevitable after grammaticalisation, because grammaticalisation is a transition from 
the source concept which has a ‘full meaning’ to the output of the process which is an 
‘impoverished form’, in the sense that the semantic specificities of its source have faded or been 
bleached out (Heine et al., 1991: 40). 
However, some researchers have recently claimed the opposite. That is, grammaticalisation is 
a process of semantic change by which an older meaning might be lost or retained, but a newer 
meaning is created. Sweetser (1990) provided the development of future go and stated that while go 
loses the sense of physical motion, it, however, gains the sense of future prediction or intention 
together with its likely background inferences. For example, I am going to be married (intention), 
and It seems as if it were going to rain (prediction). It is difficult to claim that the latter meaning is a 
‘reduced’ or ‘bleached’ version of the former.  
According to Hopper and Traugott (1993), ‘early stages of grammaticalisation do not show 
bleaching. Rather there is a balance between loss of older, typically more concrete, meanings, and 
development of newer, more abstract ones that cancel out the loss’ (1993: 96). Moreover, ‘all the 
evidence for early stages is that initially there is a redistribution or shift, not a loss, of meaning’ 
(1993: 88). I argue that Hopper and Traugott’s statements are true for the case of prepositions 
derived from path verbs in Vietnamese. 
As shown in Chapters 4 and 5, verbal ra has transferred almost all of its concrete and 
metaphorical senses to the corresponding preposition. The absolute resemblance in the concrete 
senses between the verb and preposition does not allow us to say there was a bleaching after 
grammaticalisation. As mentioned in the literature review, the analogy between the semantics of the 
verb and the grammaticalised preposition even resulted in the proposal of serial verb construction in 
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Vietnamese, in which a preposition is considered as the second verb in the composition (cf. L. 
Nguyen, 1990; K. T. Nguyen, [1975] 1999). This is evident in the resemblance between verbs’ and 
prepositions’ networks. Furthermore, while the enrichment of the metaphorical senses of the verb 
was preserved, the preposition simultaneously developed its own way to express time. This 
characteristic proves that grammaticalisation is actually a meaning development process.  
In my view, the noticeable similarities between verbal and prepositional ra’s networks, and by 
extension between verbal and prepositional networks in general in Vietnamese, is evidence that a 
preservation of lexical meaning does exist (even before the process of meaning development) in a 
preposition after grammaticalisation. Grammaticalisation does not always mean loss of meaning, 
nor loss of polysemous meaning. In fact, it is the process of generating newer meanings on the basis 
of a given mechanism. Heine et al. (1991) state that ‘grammaticalisation itself is motivated by extra-
linguistic factors, above all by cognition’ (1991: 27). Along the same lines, Sweetser (1990) 
emphasises that ‘relationships between linguistic form and function reflect human conceptual 
structure and general principles of cognitive organisation’ (1990: 4). Based on their cognitive 
structure, the meanings of words instead of being lost, continue to grow.  
I argue in Section 6.4 that the semantic network of ra which is presented in Figure 22 is not 
complete. Rather, this network can be expanded if the functions of ra as an adverb and a particle are 
involved in the investigation and examined based on their conceptual system.   
 
6.3 The value of historical evidence 
Although grammaticalisation can be described from a diachronic or a synchronic perspective, it is 
considered that ‘within a synchronic analysis, grammaticalisation provides a challenge to the notion 
of discrete morpheme classes or sentence constituents’ (Hein ae al., 1991: 2). However, many 
scholars have proved that the synchronic study of grammaticalisation is possible (e.g., Pagliuca 
1981; Heine et al., 1991; Hopper and Traugott, 1993; Traugott and Dasher, 2002). From a 
synchronic perspective, grammaticalisation is a process of semantic change which eventually led to 
the current polysemy network. The mechanisms of semantic change are assigned to ‘metaphorical 
extension’ and ‘metonymic inference’ (Sweetser, 1990; Traugott and Dasher, 2002). According to 
Traugott and Dasher (2002), metonymic inference is generated via an inference process, whereas as 
described by Sweetser (1990), metaphorical extensions are based on underlying conceptual 
metaphors. Recognition of the constraints on these processes allows for some synchronic 
reconstruction of semantic changes, even without access to historical data.  
In Chapter 4, I have applied the technique of metonymic inference to examine the extension 
of polysemous ra. I have argued that the central sense of ra is ‘outside,’ based on the frequency that 
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ra is used with this sense in my examination of four texts. I have examined ‘bridging contexts’ in 
which it is possible to interpret the meaning of ra in many ways, for example, ‘outside’ and ‘wide’, 
and afterwards tested unambiguous contexts in which there is only the possibility of ‘wide’. By 
doing so, I have reconstructed the semantic extension of ra and explained the relation between its 
distinct but related senses in the core network. I have also employed a set of conceptual metaphors 
to explain the metaphorical extensions of ra, which has demonstrated that ‘one of the main 
processes underlying grammaticalisation is metaphorically structured’ (Heine et al., 1991: 45). The 
results of the study have contributed to answering the question of how the semantic extension of ra 
has happened, and why it happened like that (V. H. Nguyen, 2015).  
So far, I have argued that we can reconstruct an extension of senses based on metonymic and 
metaphorical mechanisms. I have supported this argument by demonstrating the extension of the 
multiple related senses of ra. However, I have no doubt that historical evidence is still needed for a 
better understanding of the grammaticalisation from path verbs to prepositions in Vietnamese.  
This thought arose when I examined the extension of the ‘north’ sense denoted by ra. 
According to T. C. Nguyen (2003), the conceptualisation of vào ‘go in’ as Nam ‘south’ and that of 
ra ‘go out’ as Bắc ‘north’ might have existed since the fifteenth century. He provided the examples 
retrieved from some Chinese scripts that he considered to be written at this time. Xuất (出) ‘go out’ 
and nhập (入) ‘go in’ were used in the contexts related to ‘north’ and ‘south’. However, even in this 
case, we still do not know exactly how the ‘north’ and ‘south’ senses were generalised.  
I have argued that the ‘north’ sense was extended from the ‘wide’ sense, based on the 
geographic properties of Vietnam in the old days. In former times, as the north is a vast plain and 
the south is the narrow and mountainous, this has shaped the conceptualisation of wide-north, 
narrow-south, which eventually led to the extended ‘north’ and ‘south’ senses. However, there is no 
linguistic evidence for a bridging context of the ‘wide’ sense and the ‘north’ sense. What we have 
nowadays is only an idiomatic expression vào Nam ra Bắc ‘go in to the south, go out to the north’. 
Thus, it is fair to acknowledge that the examination of the ‘north/ south’ senses is mostly based on 
the hypothesis of an extension from the ‘wide’ sense.  
 Another problem is related to the ability of ra to map time. I have argued that there are two 
types of motion orientation in the temporal domain, MOVING TIME and MOVING EGO. However, the 
limited number of examples retrieved from idiomatic expressions has somewhat constrained the 
analysis. This has more or less restricted the explanation, which again emphasises the necessity for 
historical data.   
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6.4 To a broader network of polysemous ra 
6.4.1 Model for investigating a polysemous item  
In saying ‘sense networks that stray together, stay together’ I refer to the association of multiple 
related senses of ra, both concrete and metaphorical, which possess the functions of both 
preposition and verb. The network of ra in Figure 22 illustrates this close association. However, this 
network can expand further when ra functions as an adverb, as well as a particle indicating emotion, 
evaluation and so forth. Once we analyse the metaphor and metonymy underlying the origins of 
these uses, we can presumably identify systematic links between the related senses of polysemous 
ra in these different functions.  
To investigate the full network of ra, I propose a model which is presented in Kabata’s study 
(2000). In this research, Kabata argues that the polysemy of a linguistic item is not simply the result 
of the grammaticalisation that eventually configured different syntactic categories, but, above all, 
must have happened in conceptual domains, which are organised in a hierarchical relationship from 
the most concrete to the most abstract. The spatial domain is considered as the most concrete in the 
sense that the relations in this domain are physically defined based on human bodily experience. 
Less concrete is the temporal domain because temporal relations are described based on the 
conceptualisation of space, which is encoded in the well-known TIME AS SPACE metaphor (Lakoff 
and Johnson, 1980). According to Kabata (2000), more abstract domains include the social domain 
in which human interactions are described, the perceptual domain in which perceptions, ideas, 
feelings and emotions are located or transpired internally or subjectively, and the expressive domain 
in which the speaker’s attitude towards the proposition is expressed (Kabata, 2000: 70). In my view, 
the polysemy of ra to a greater or lesser degree follows this hierarchy of semantic domain, in which 
every sense of ra gets in touch with the others based on the power of metaphor and metonymy. 
Therefore, I agree with Kabata that ‘[T]he internal structure of a complex lexical item is… 
characterisable in terms of conceptual domains which are organised in a hierarchical relationship’ 
(Kabata, 2000: 59). I argue that Kabata’s model, presented in Figure 23, could be beneficial for a 
thorough overall investigation of polysemy networks such as that of ra.   
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Figure 23. Major Domains and their Semantic Contents (adapted from Kabata, 2000: 69) 
 
 
      
 
Even though the polysemous network of ra might not express all these domains, for example, the 
logical domain, this model is accessible for a general and systematic investigation of ra in each of 
its possible functions. As we have seen in Chapters 4 and 5, ra denotes the concrete senses of 
‘outside’, ‘wide’, ‘far’, ‘north’ and ‘front/back’ when it functions as a verb and a preposition. 
According to Kabata’s model, these senses lie in the spatial domain. We also know that ra can 
indicate MOVING TIME and MOVING EGO, which is the evidence for mapping the spatial domain onto 
the temporal domain. Furthermore, we have seen that ra can express the perceptions of things that 
come into existence, or the perception of making something public within the VISUAL FIELDS ARE 
CONTAINERS metaphor, which is the evidence of the social domain and conceptual domain. I argue 
that there are more senses that can be added to the semantics of ra, which would expand the 
network. For example, ra can have more senses in the spatial and conceptual domains when it 
functions as an adverb, and more senses in the expressive domain if it behaves as a particle. These 
new senses are exemplified below.  
 
6.4.2 More senses in the spatial domain  
Like other satellite languages, Vietnamese adverbs help denote direction for the manner verbs 
which do not conflate in themselves the path meaning, for example, chạy ‘run’ versus chạy ra ‘run 
out’, bay ‘fly’ versus bay ra ‘fly out’. When verbs’ meanings obviously connote ‘out’, an adverb 
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‘out’ is still needed. For example, thoát ra ‘escape out’, nhô ra ‘jut out’, trào ra ‘overflow out’. 
According to my own observations over the course of this study, excluding perception verbs, there 
are at least 120 action verbs, state verbs, and adjectives that adverb ra modifies. Rooted in the sense 
of ‘outside’, the adverb ra mainly expresses the direction ‘out’, but can also express more senses 
depending on the meaning of the preceding verbs or adjectives. I have argued in Chapter 4 that 
where ra is an adverb and the preceding verbs are nở ‘hatch’, mở ‘open’ and há ‘open’, ra can 
denote the sense of ‘open’, which we can see in examples such as quả trứng nở ra một con gà con 
‘the egg hatched out a chick’, há mồm ra ‘open mouth’ and mở mắt ra ‘open eyes’. Similarly, it can 
denote the change of state which I name the ‘decline’ sense if the preceding adjectives suggest this 
sense, such as ruỗng ra ‘hollowed out’, bấy ra ‘crushed out’, nẫu ra ‘ripe out’. Apart from these 
senses, I argue that adverbial ra mainly denotes the senses of ‘separation’ and ‘expansion’. 
Consider the examples below in which ra expresses the ‘separation’ sense.   
 
(6.1) a. Mảng  tường  bị  bong  ra 
    piece  wall ADV peel ra 
               ‘The piece of wall has peeled off’ 
 
b. Cắt   (cái  bánh) ra  sáu  miếng 
    cut   CL cake ra six piece               
   ‘Cut out (the cake into) six pieces’ 
 
c. Buông  tôi  ra! 
    loose 1S ra 
   ‘Let go of me!’ 
 
As can be seen, in the physical domain, a ‘separation’ could be of things or people. In (6.1a, b), a 
part or parts of a whole are separated, a piece of the wall and the pieces of a cake, respectively. In 
(6.1c), although the meaning does not really convey the separation of an entity, we know that the 
two persons were in close physical contact, which we conceptualise as being one entity before they 
are separated into two. In (6.1), the whole thing is considered as a landmark while its parts are 
conceived of as trajectors. Thus, this sense can be schematically represented in Figure 24.  
 
         Figure 24. The ‘separation’ sense of ra  
 
    LM 
            TR 
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As is seen, the trajector used to be a part of the landmark before being separated, as illustrated by 
the small dash circle. The final stage is that it no longer belongs to the landmark; it is outside the 
landmark, as illustrated by the small complete circle. I argue that, in this case, the ‘separation’ sense 
is derived from the ‘outside’ sense.  
Another sense in which adverbial ra can add to the semantics is through ‘extension’. Within 
this sense, the trajector is not separate from the landmark; it just spreads out to a certain extent from 
it. Therefore, I propose another image schema which I have adapted from Johnson (1987) to 
illustrate the ‘extension’ sense, presented in Figure 25 and followed by the examples in (6.2).  
 
Figure 25. The ‘expansion’ sense of ra (adapted from Johnson, 1987: 32)  
 
 
   
 
 LM   TR 
 
 
 
 
 
(6.2) a. Vươn  tay  ra 
     stretch  hand ra 
    ‘Stretch (your hands) out’ 
 
 b. Mặt   ông   giãn   ra 
     face  grandfather stretch  ra 
    ‘His face loosens’ 
 
c. Chị   dạo  này  béo  ra 
    older sister time this fat ra 
   ‘She is getting fat these days’ 
 
As can be seen, the sentences in (6.2) demonstrate an extension within an entity or in the limited 
range that an entity can reach. Thus, this sense is not derived directly from the ‘outside’ sense. I 
argue that the ‘extension’ sense is quite close to the ‘wide’ sense because an extension implies a 
stretching taking place at a certain width. The above examination demonstrates that when ra 
functions as an adverb, more senses can be added to the semantics of ra; these I have named ‘open’, 
‘decline’, ‘separation’ and ‘extension’. In the case where adverbial ra modifies the perceptual verb 
and/or adjective, it can add more senses to the network, which is the focus of the following 
discussion.  
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6.4.3 More senses in the perceptual/ conceptual domain  
The perceptual/ conceptual domain is where linguistic items are used to describe various aspects of 
perceptual and conceptual experience. In these usages, abstract and event-like objects are 
introduced, such as an idea, activity, or ability (Kabata, 2000: 111). In my view, ra can denote 
abstract ideas, as demonstrated in the following examples. 
 
(6.3) a. Hắn  sung sướng  vì  đã  nghĩ  ra  điều  ấy 
     3S happy  CONJ ADV think ra thing that 
    ‘He was happy because he figured that out’  
 
 b. Nó  đã  hiểu   ra  mọi  chuyện 
     3S ADV understand ra every story 
     ‘He understood everything’ 
  
 c. Tôi  đã  nhìn  ra  vấn đề  
     1S ADV look ra issue 
     ‘I understood the issue’ 
 
As we can see, the sentences in (6.3) are metaphorical because there is no physical relation referred 
to. In fact, these sentences modify a mental achievement; I argue that they express the conceptual 
metaphor UNDERSTANDING THE CAUSATION IS FIGURING OUT (Lakoff et al., 1991: 136). That is, there 
is a change of state within the range of perceptual access: from hidden and inaccessible to clear and 
accessible. In (c), KNOWING IS SEEING is additionally active. In these sentences, adverbial ra 
modifies the perceptual verbs. A similar pattern can be found in (6.4) where the adverb ra modifies 
perceptual adjectives, presented below.  
 
(6.4) a. Cô   ấy  đẹp   ra 
    lady  that beautiful ra 
    ‘She becomes beautiful’ 
 
 b. Nó   khôn   ra  nhiều  
     3S  smart  ra many 
    ‘He becomes very smart’ 
 
In my view, the sentences in (6.4) are instances of the metaphor KNOWING IS SEEING. In (6.4a), the 
beauty of the lady is visible, which is why we know it. Similarly, (6.4b) implies that we ‘see’ the 
man becomes smart via his action or behaviour, which helps us draw a conclusion about his quality. 
The examples in (6.3) and (6.4) demonstrate that the senses of ‘achievement’ or ‘result’ are added 
to the semantics of ra.  
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6.4.4 More senses in the expressive domain   
As mentioned, the expressive domain is where the speaker’s attitude towards the proposition is 
expressed. According to Kabata (2000), the function of such a linguistic item is expressing the 
speaker’s feeling or attitude about the rest of the utterance (2000: 131). Take the Japanese ni as an 
example, for which Kabata provides a demonstration, presented below. 
(6.5) Kabata (2000: 130) 
a. Chotto   chuuishi-tara  jiko      ni  wa  nara-nakat-ta-roo         ni         naa 
     little       attend-to-COND accident   RES TOP become-NEG-PAST-AUX     PRAG    EXC 
    ‘Alas. If you had paid a little attention, the accident wouldn’t have happended;’ 
    (it is a pity that you did not pay enough attention and the accident happened’  
  
 b. Moosukoshi benkyoosure-ba seiseki  ga agaru-daroo ni 
     a little more  study-COND  mark  NOM raise-AUX PRAG 
    ‘Sigh. If you studied a little mote, your mark would go up; 
    (it is a pity that you don’t) 
Kabata argues that ‘the main clause describes a hypothetical situation and ni expresses the speaker's 
regret about the state of affairs’. She also claims that the usage of ni in these cases may be similar to 
the pragmatic force of a word like alas or sigh in English which are often used in front of an 
assertion. I argue that a similar situation can be found in the case of ra, as demonstrated in the 
following examples. 
(6.6) Lẽ   ra  thì  anh  ấy  phải  được  tuyển dụng  
 reasoning ra COP 3S that must ADV hire 
‘He should have been hired’     
 
(6.7) À,  ra  là  nó  chỉ  đùa  thôi!  
 oh ra COP 3S only joke PAR 
 ‘Oh, now I know that he was just kidding’ 
 
As can be seen, (6.6) expresses the speaker’s regret about the fact that the man has failed in the job 
interview. Similarly, (6.7) expresses the speaker’s emotion about the truth that he has recently 
figured out. I argue that ra in these sentences functions as a pragmatic marker, conveying the 
subjective attitude of the speaker to the state of affairs expressed in the propositions.  
This situation demonstrates that the polysemy of ra is not simply the result of a grammaticalisation 
that eventually resulted in different syntactic categories, but, above all, it happened in conceptual 
domains which are organised in a hierarchical relationship from the most concrete to the most 
abstract ones.  
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An investigation of the full semantic network of ra, however, is outside the scope of this 
thesis. What has been presented, therefore, is just a general suggestion for a further study.  
 
 
6.5 The contribution of the thesis 
This dissertation has contributed to Vietnamese linguistics in two major ways. First, it has 
contributed to the theoretical understanding of prepositions by confirming that prepositions derived 
from path verbs are a distinct grammatical category, which has long been debatable. Second, based 
on the tools of cognitive semantics, this is the first study that has reconstructed the semantic 
extensions from a Vietnamese path verb to its prepositions through an in-depth examination, 
answering the question as to how the multi-related senses of the lexical item ra are associated. The 
results of the study, therefore, could readily be used as a model to investigate other prepositions 
derived from path verbs (or locative nouns) in Vietnamese. More generally, the thesis adds to our 
repertoire of knowledge concerning the diversity of motion events, grammaticalisation and semantic 
extension – shedding light on non-language specific issues such as the semantic similarity between 
path-expressing verbs and prepositions, and the behaviour of polysemy networks when affected by 
grammaticalisation. 
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